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for the degree of Master of Philosophy in Anthropology at The Chinese University of 
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This thesis investigates concepts of gender that surround the career of "hungjung 
siuje" or "hungje" (flight attendants) in contemporary Hong Kong. These emic terms 
and the fact the workers, particularly females, are trained and marketed as an integral 
part of airline service, suggest that this career has long been highly stereotyped and 
feminized. The recent introduction of a state-sanctioned gender ideology that promotes 
autonomy and equality has caused the emergence of contradictions that conflict with 
the prevailing traditional patriarchal gender values that exist in this occupation. This 
thesis utilizes Giddens' (1984) theory of structuration to examine that these 
contradictions are attributed to flight attendants' agency in calculating the specific 
social context and strategically choosing appropriate resources, either traditional or 
new, to deal with the context. It also demonstrates that gender is an on-going and 
dynamic embodiment of a triangular relationship between human agency, cultural 
constraints, and enablements over the meanings of being "women" and "men." By 
conducting research through ethnographic fieldwork and in-depth interviews with 
flight attendants about gender practices and power relations in their occupation, this 
thesis will identify the various gender ideologies that are manifested as the workers 
interact with other agents and cultural symbols in the workplace, show how they utilize 
these ideologies to go on with their lives, and hence reinforce and gradually transform 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
Statement of Goals 
The flight attendant occupation has long been dominated by women over time and 
throughout the world. The workers are exclusively selected, trained, and standardized 
as pretty and smiling personnel, particularly in the mass media as a means of marketing. 
This occupation is arguably the best example that manifests the conventional "ideal" 
femininity. However, cultural expectations for flight attendants are not accepted 
without contestation from the workers, particularly in contemporary Hong Kong which 
has been experiencing a gradual socio-cultural change on gender issues since the mid 
1980s (Lui 1997). The legislation of the Sex Discrimination Ordinance in 1995 and the 
establishment of the Equal Opportunities Commission in 1996 and the Women's 
Commission in 2001 heightened local awareness on women's rights and autonomy 
(ibid.). State-sanctioned gender equality has become a "new" social resource for 
individuals' social conduct. 
Cathay Pacific Airways, a major international airline based in Hong Kong, has 
recently been in the news because of numerous conflicts between the airline 
management and its flight attendants over the definition of workers' image and 
sexuality. In an episode known as "uniform discontentment" in late 2000, female flight 
attendants complained about the new uniform that they were required to wear. They 
found their new uniform "too revealing," "too short," "cheap," "very, very ugly," and 
often putting them under the risk of unwanted body exposure (Payseur 2000). As the 
use of body through the uniform is traditionally perceived as a central aspect in this 
occupation, it is the management's expectation that all staff should accept any uniform 
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requirement imposed on them. However, the flight attendants were concerned about the 
unwanted body exposure problem created by the new uniform and courageously 
presented their comments and concerns. Finally, the airline made adjustments of some 
problematic designs. 
Another episode also happened in Cathay Pacific in June 2001. The airline banned 
its male flight attendants from wearing make-up at work, while at the same time it 
requires the females to do so. The reason for this policy, according to an airline 
spokesperson, was attributed to "the feedback from passengers about what they thought 
was appropriate" (South China Morning Post June 20,2001. At http://www.scmp.com). 
However, the spokesperson of Cathay Pacific's Flight Attendants Union thought that, 
“It should really be down to personal preference一if it makes them look better, I think 
there's nothing wrong with it" (ibid.). The contradictory perceptions of the two parties 
over male flight attendants' autonomy over their body image attracted attention to the 
double standards of sexuality between men and women. 
Both examples of flight attendants' negotiation of their body image and sexuality 
in work life manifest a broader question on gender politics. Their experiences show a 
conflict between the deeply-rooted values and norms of gender and the newly emerged 
state-sanctioned gender resources that allow for "the possibilities of negotiation, 
intervention, contestation and transformation" (Thapan 1997:3). In contemporary Hong 
Kong, although the state-sanctioned gender equality is newly emerged and people are 
ideologically encouraged to develop their autonomy, the flight attendants' negotiation 
episodes show that the traditional gender norms continuously govern people's activities 
in their everyday life. The main goal of this thesis is to illustrate the contradictory and 
intertwining relationships between these two sets of gender ideologies as manifested in 
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the flight attendant occupation in Hong Kong by utilizing Giddens，(1984) theory of 
structuration. 
Human beings are "embodied social agents" (Nettleton and Watson 1998:11), 
meaning that we experience the social life through the mediation of our bodies (Shilling 
1993:22). Giddens emphasizes on the concept of "day-to-day praxis" in which human 
embodiment of social life “is experienced in practical ways when coping with external 
events and situations" (Nettleton and Watson 1998:11 citing Giddens 1991:56-57). 
Also, in his theory of structuration, he suggests that structure is both constraining and 
enabling (1984) and that humans who act as "knowledgeable and reflexive agents" 
continuously calculate the social contexts. “Agents” know how to utilize the "structural 
resources" and to carry out "strategic" behaviors to deal with the constraining conducts 
in social life (ibid.). Therefore, structure is the “medium，，as well as the "outcome" by 
the force of human agency which produces and reproduces it (ibid.). 
This thesis utilizes Giddens' notion of the duality relations between human and 
structure to shed light on the emergence of the contradictions that exist between the 
“traditional” and "new" gender ideologies. These contradictions are attributed to 
human agency in calculating the specific social context and strategically choosing 
appropriate structural resources, either traditional or new, to deal with the particular 
context. Therefore, by studying different kinds of gender practices and power relations 
in the flight attendant occupation, the thesis will identify the "traditional" and “new’’ 
gender ideologies that are manifested as the workers interact with other agents and 
cultural symbols in the workplace, show how they utilize the complex relations 
between these ideologies, and hence reinforce and gradually transform the gender 
system in Hong Kong. 
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The Feminization of The Occupation 
“Flight attendant" is an official category of occupation and a general term used to 
refer to the workers who provide service and maintain safety in an aircraft's cabin. 
Within the occupation, it is a rank referring to those who are junior or in the lowest 
range of the hierarchy within cabin service. This gender-neutral term, however, is 
replaced by more gendered emic terms among the Hong Kong general public. Most 
commonly, these workers are called "hungjung siuje"(空中小姐）or "hungje"(空姐） 
in short, both of which literally mean “lady in the sky" or “air lady." Paralleling these 
feminized terms, "hungjung smyeh"(空中少爺）is used to refer to the male flight 
attendants. This title literally means "junior master in the sky."^ Even though the 
number of male flight attendants has been increasing in the territory during the last 
decade,2 "hungjung siuje" and "hungje" are still the most common titles utilized by the 
public. These two titles, however, reflect the deeply-rooted perception towards the 
stereotification of the workers as merely one sort of sexes一females. The words "smje" 
(小姐,meaning "lady" or "young woman") in "hungjung smje" and "je"(姐,meaning 
"lady" or “sister，，）in "hungje" suggest that it is the work performed by young women. 
In addition, with the continuing reinforcement of the stereotypical images of flight 
attendants being pretty, smiling, slim, and young as represented in the mass media and 
required by the airlines' labor policies, "hungjung smje" is a term that symbolizes a 
group of stereotypified workers? These stereotypical images substantially echo the 
1 "Sluyeh"(少爺）in Cantonese means "the junior master in a rich family." 
2 This information was provided by an informant called Monica, who has been a flight attendant for 9 
years. She said that an increasing number of males have been recruited in this profession in Hong Kong 
during the 1990s. Due to the lack of official data on the number of male workers in this occupation in 
Hong Kong, it is necessary to take into consideration the data provided by the informant. Monica was 
interviewed in early August 2001, in Hong Kong. 
3 The politically-correct term "flight attendants" is used in the thesis for generalizing the workers in this 
profession worldwide with a gender-neutral position. On the other hand, "hungje" and "hungjung 
smyeh", will be also applied where these terms are relevant or more appropriate. The reasons for using 
4 
"cult of domesticity" of the traditional patriarchal system. It is a cultural ideal for 
women to perform caring and domestic tasks due to the belief that they are "innately 
nurturing and passive" (Bonvillain 1998:160). Nowadays, women are more welcome in 
the public sphere, but some jobs continue to stress the distinction between femininity 
and masculinity, and utilize the cult of domesticity for job descriptions. In fact, the 
feminization of in-flight service has been prevalent over time and throughout the world. 
The history of flight attendants began in the early 1920s in Europe, and they were 
originally called "couriers," who were "the sons of the businessmen who financed the 
airlines," assisted “the pilot in command as well [as] served food and drinks" in the 
planes (Avstop.com 2001). The male workers, who were then called "stewards," were 
first officially employed for handling passengers' needs by Western Air Express of the 
United States in 1928 (United Airlines 2001a). Two years later, the world's first female 
"stewardesses" boarded a United Airlines aircraft (United Airlines 2001b). Prior to the 
Second World War, stewards were the predominant figures in the commercial flight 
cabins. Stewardesses only became an integral part of cabin service after the Second 
World War. Since then, the flight attendant occupation has been highly feminized and 
increasingly sexualized until the 1980s. In the United States, for example, a recruitment 
brochure of Braniff International Airways'^ in the sixties described "the perfect [air] 
hostess" in the following way: 
A Braniff International [air] hostess is a beautiful person... a friend to 
everyone who boards her plane... She is a model in how to walk, talk, sit, 
stand, apply make-up properly and style her hair [Lovegrove 2000:22]. 
the emic terminologies instead of "stewardesses" and "stewards" is not only because the former ones are 
the emic terminologies commonly used by the Hong Kong public, but also because they reflect the 
cultural-specific perception of the stereotification of the workers as a group of pretty and gentle "ladies" 
and handsome and leisurely "junior masters." In contrast, "stewardesses" and "stewards" refer to the 
work as done by two different sexes, but not necessarily reflect the stereotypical images described above. 
4 Braniff International Airways was a former major airline in the United States. It filed for bankruptcy in 
the fall of 1989 (Braniff International 2001). 
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Stewardesses were selected not only based on sex, but also on requirements of 
attractive appearance, friendly temperament, and graceful gestures which should be 
shown as “a model." These criteria were derived from how the airline management 
correlated this service job with sexual innuendoes. An advertising executive named 
Mary Wells, hired by Braniff International at the time, claimed blatantly: "When a tired 
businessman gets on an airplane, we think he ought to be allowed to look at a pretty 
girl" (ibid.). This statement on the one hand reflected that the majority of passengers 
and the targeted customers of the cabins were men at that time; on the other hand it 
recorded the utilization of women's sexuality for business interests under the force of 
capitalism. It implicated that besides food and drinks, the female workers became 
"service icons" to be gazed by passengers and became a part of the whole idea of 
in-flight service. This service had a sexual connotation since it aimed at cheering up 
"tired businessmen" effectively by showing the women's sexual attractiveness. Since 
airlines' primary source of profit usually comes from the full-fare-paying business 
travelers, many of whom are males, this recruitment policy of Braniff International can 
be interpreted as its effort to seek a maximum number of full-fare-paying passengers 
for profit, through the presentation of well-controlled sexuality of female workers. 
Thus, the making of stewardesses to become "service icons" at that time reflected the 
sexualization of this occupation through commodifying women's sexuality. 
Likewise, in the early 1970s, Southwest Airlines promoted the idea that "sex sells 
seats" (Lovegrove 2000:32). They required their stewardesses to take on a set of sexy 
outfits: "thigh-exposing hot pants and knee-high, brilliant-white leather 'kinky' boots" 
(ibid.). These outfits obviously would lead to the exposure of women's legs; this 
intention furthered the step of extracting women's bodies for airline marketing and 
profit-seeking motives. Furthermore, "the airline's male bosses" stressed that “the girls 
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must be able to wear kinky leather boots and hot pants or they don't get the job" (ibid., 
italics original). In striking resemblance to the bodily requirements imposed on Braniff 
International's stewardesses, their counterparts in Southwest Airlines were also chosen 
for their proper body figure, especially the aesthicity of their legs. This labor policy also 
reflected this airline's effort to maximize profit through the presentation of 
well-controlled women's sexuality. 
Young age and being single were other norms for stewardesses. Some airlines 
required stewardesses to resign after the age of 25 or 30 and to not get married or 
pregnant during the period of work (Lovegrove 2000:34). Between the 1960s and 
1970s in the United States, stewardesses were perceived as glamorous as models or 
rock stars, their glamour however being a product made by men (e.g. by the male bosses 
of Southwest Airlines) and for men (e.g. for the tired traveling businessmen). 
Paralleling the period of intensified feminine mystique in the stewardess job, USA 
society was in the midst of gender rights awareness. The 1965 enactment of Title VII of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which addressed gender inequality, encouraged many 
stewardesses to challenge gender restrictions such as the no-marriage and 
no-pregnancy rules in their work (United Airlines 2001c). Under the struggle of the 
stewardesses against gender inequality, the gender-neutral title "flight attendant" was 
created with the establishment of the Association of Flight Attendants (AFA) in 1973 
(United Airlines 200Id). Recruitment policies regarding gender, age, height, and 
weight restrictions started to ease in the mid and late 1970s (ibid.). 
In fact, in the late 1960s, with the advent of Boeing 747 jumbo jets, the concept of 
aviation changed dramatically (Lovegrove 2000:45). Boarding on a plane was no 
longer the franchise for the rich people and businessmen; most coach seats were 
occupied by the holiday-going masses (ibid.). The airlines of the North American 
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region shifted to emphasize on the aircraft and passenger safety. In line with this, they 
promoted the "safety professional" image of flight attendants, regardless of gender. 
“ 'Trus t us' [was] as important a message as 'enjoy us' “ (ibid.). Likewise, male 
attendants were introduced again on board in the early 1970s, and nowadays male and 
female flight attendants are in closer ratios than 30 years ago. 
Compared to their counterparts in the North American region, flight attendants in 
East and South Asia have long prevailed with the smiling, tender, and pretty feminine 
images. These stereotypical images have historically been a key selling point in the 
mass media as a marketing vehicle for the airlines. The promotion of the seductive 
‘‘Singapore Girl" image by Singapore Airlines is arguably the best example of this 
image among all airlines worldwide. “She，，was created as early as 1972 when 
Singapore Airlines was established, and has long been the "marketing icon" and best 
known element of this airline's corporate identity (Lovegrove 2000:36). Korean Air 
organized a "Smile Contest" and published the champion beauty's profile on its website 
in March 2001. ^ Some Asian airlines also intensify the reproduction of flight 
attendants' gender stereotypes in their recruitment policies. Eva Airways of Taiwan, 
Air India, and Gulf Air, the official carrier of the four Middle Eastern states of Bahrain, 
Oman, Qatar, and Abu Dhabi, only recruit females to be flight attendants.^ Their 
websites list the requirements for becoming a flight attendant, requiring a 
"well-groomed" appearance and/or “graceful gestures" from female applicants. In 
5 The profile of the "Smile Contest" champion in Korean Air existed in its website when media data was 
being collected for this research back in March 2001. However, when I visited the website again in 
October of the same year, the profile and the image of the champion no longer existed. It is unclear if the 
participants of this contest were all female. However, the champion "beauty" was a female (Korean Air 
Lines 2001a). 
6 Not every East and South Asian airline provides information about the flight attendant job description 
and recruitment requirements on their websites. Therefore, there is a limitation to analyze the similarities 
and differences among all airlines in this region (Eva Airways 2001; Air India 2001; Gulf Air 2001). 
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striking resemblance to the description of the “perfect stewardess" in the Braniff 
International brochure, "an Air India Air Hostess" is: 
An epitome of beauty, she is full of grace, radiates warmth and keeps you 
comfortable in every way. She is indeed Air India's hostess——which 
distinguishes her from her counterparts in other jobs [Air India 2001 . 
Air India and Gulf Air do not specifically indicate the applicant's marital status, but Eva 
Airways and Thai Airways require the female candidates to be single. There is also an 
age restriction on the female candidates in Eva, Gulf, and Air India. At Eva, females 
should be below age 24 to apply for the "university group," and below age 26 for the 
"nurse group." Applicants to Gulf have to be between ages 21 and 28, and between 19 
and 25 for Air India. 
All the examples above illustrate that the feminine flight attendant image is 
prevalent over time and throughout the wide geographical terrains of the world. This 
stereotypical image is a socially constructed product that intertwines with complex 
economic and social forces: capitalism, economic development, intensified 
commodification of the woman's body and sexuality for market use, and the cults of 
female domesticity and inferiority in the traditional patriarchal system. However, social 
developments in the United States show that there has been a cultural transformation 
over the broader question of gender politics since the late 1970s. The 30-year-old 
gender concept that stewardesses were sex icons and the practices that the workers were 
restricted by many discriminatory rules have transformed to a comparatively 
gender-equal situation as part of the civil and women's rights movements. As the North 
American flight attendants challenged the gender-discriminatory rules at work, they 
helped to transform the gender system. The persistence of highly gendered images of 
flight attendants in Asia, a region where changes in gender practices are gradually but 
7 The single marital status was only restricted to an "air stewardess," but not to an "air steward" in Thai 
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undoubtedly taking place, has prompted this research to focus on this region, with 
particular emphasis on Hong Kong. 
Setting: The Development of Gender Rights in Hong Kong 
The contradiction between the traditional gender norms governing the career of 
flight attendants and the changing socio-cultural milieu with regard to state-sanctioned 
gender equality make Hong Kong an appropriate field site for this research. Compared 
to their counterparts in other Asian countries, Hong Kong flight attendants enjoy a 
relatively better position in terms of gender-related working conditions. As noted by 
Lui, the concern on women's issues in the territory re-emerged as a number of "vocal 
feminist groups" appeared in the mid 1980s (1997 Chapter 1:1). Particularly in the last 
ten years, the development on gender equality has been accelerating and supported by 
the government (ibid.). Several legal reforms aiming at increasing gender equality and 
advancing women's status were implemented, examples of which include the extension 
of "the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women to Hong Kong in 1994 and the enactment of the New Territories Land 
(Exemption) Ordinance in 1994, which grants New Territories indigenous women 
equal right to inherit property" (ibid.). Due to the global significance of "the Fourth 
World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995," Hong Kong was unavoidably 
influenced and the discussion on women's issues was widespread in the community 
(1997 Chapter 4:2-3). This hastened "the enactment of the Sex Discrimination 
Ordinance in same year, which outlaws discrimination based on gender and marital 
status in employment and education" (1997 Chapter 1:1). The Equal Opportunities 
Commission was set up in 1996 and the Women's Commission in 2001, both of which 
Airways (Thai Airways 2002a). 
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are statutory bodies aiming to put gender equality into practice and to uplift women's 
status. In the last ten years, a distinct socio-cultural change appeared with regard to the 
state-sanctioned gender rights and equality in the territory. 
Due to the enactment of the Sex Discrimination Ordinance, it is unlawful for 
companies to indicate gender and marital status criterion in their recruitment 
advertisements. Although there is a lack of historical data on the flight attendant career 
in Hong Kong, indicators can be taken from the job requirements shown on the 
websites of the two major airlines in Hong Kong, Cathay Pacific Airways and Dragon 
Airlines. Both airlines address the job as "flight attendant" and there are no restrictions 
on gender, marital status, maximum age, appearance, or gesture requirements written in 
"black and white" (Cathay Pacific Airways 2002; Dragon Airlines 2001). But, how true 
is this seemingly gender-neutral job condition and how much is it being practiced in 
Hong Kong? 
As mentioned in the earlier section, Cathay Pacific Airways has recently come 
across two episodes that manifested gender politics, showing that the bodies of the 
frontline staff have become a battlefield between themselves and the airline 
management. Thus, under the changing socio-cultural milieu in Hong Kong, the flight 
attendants' struggle for gender rights is a significant area not only for understanding the 
present gender circumstance of the society, but also for showing the intertwining 
relationship between human behavior and culture change. 
Literature Review 
This section consists of two parts. First, it reviews the ethnographic literature on 
the flight attendant occupation. The second part explains the analytical approach of this 
thesis, which draws primarily upon Giddens’ theory of structuration (1984). 
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The main study that pertains to flight attendant occupation is Hochschild's The 
Managed Heart (1983), in which she discusses the commercialization of human 
feelings to serve the interests of a growing service industry within the capitalist market. 
She argues that at the center of service work is "emotional labor," which "requires one 
to induce or suppress feelings in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces 
the proper state of mind in others" (1983:7). The service worker must transmute his or 
m 
her "private feelings" as "public performance." This "emotion management" is usually 
a form of discipline required by employers on workers and their bodies—for example, 
requiring that they continuously maintain a smile (1983:8). Hochschild demonstrates 
the sophisticated "emotion policy" which urges that the flight attendants' smiles are not 
only their own, but also the company's "biggest asset" (1983:105), and that this policy 
is not only written in the employees' manual, but also implanted in the public 
expectation of how the proper flight attendant's facial expression should be: 
A young businessman said to a flight attendant, 'Why aren't you smiling?' 
She put her tray back on the food cart, looked him in the eyes, and said, T i l 
tell you what. You smile first, then I'll smile.' The businessman smiled at her. 
'Good,' she replied. ‘Now freeze, and hold that for fifteen hours.' Then she 
walked away [1983:127]. 
On the one hand, this episode shows that smiling is a socially expected behavior of 
flight attendants, but on the other hand, the flight attendant's resistance to smile at the 
passenger reflects a puzzle in the conception of the postmodern capitalist market, in 
which the dehumanized and mechanized labor system can no longer repress the 
growing humanized struggle with this system (1983:126-131). Thus, in Chapter 9 "The 
Search for Authenticity" (1983:185-198), Hochschild discusses how flight attendants 
perceive their "authentic self and whether they can own their emotion and prevent 
from selling it in economic exchange. 
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The Managed Heart can be regarded as a pioneering study of flight attendants' 
work. Although her central discussion is on feeling management, Hochschild does open 
a wide window to look at the flight attendants' work life, especially the stereotypical 
image represented in the mass media as well as the recruitment and training processes. 
More importantly, her discussion of seeking human authenticity in a dehumanized labor 
system calls for the attention on human agency that contests social constraints. 
Since this thesis seeks to illustrate the relationship between human behaviors and 
culture change in the realm of gender, it is necessary to review the significant studies on 
culture and human agency. The prevailing concept about the characteristics of culture is 
its contingence and changeability. "Culture," as suggested by James Clifford, is 
"contested, temporal, and emergent" and that "representation and explanation [of 
culture]—both by insiders and outsiders一is implicated in this emergence" (1987:19). 
Raymond Williams insists "lived hegemony" is "relating to the whole social process." 
Instead of existing as a constant form of domination, hegemony is "continually to be 
renewed, recreated, defended, and modified" (1977:108-110). 
Gender, as a culturally-constructed "human category" (e.g. Macdonald 1995) and 
as “a socio-cultural relation" (e.g. Hoffman, lecture 2001), is also negotiable and 
contested, therefore, is never a complete "process"—it "is a fluid, contingent process 
characterized by contestation, ambivalence, and change" (Ong and Peletz 1995:1). 
Recent studies of gender as negotiable politics focus on the dynamically "hegemonic 
forces" which cause the discursive constitution of gender (Butler 1990，1993; Ong and 
Peletz 1995). Butler (1993:1) rethinks the concept of gender as a practice of 
‘'performativity.‘‘ She claims that such practice is not as an "act" that "a subject brings 
into being [of] what she or he names;" in contrast, it is "the reiterative power of 
discourse to produce the phenomena" in which the subject is regulated and constrained 
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(1993:2). The power within the discourse is embedded in the intersections of different 
contexts such as race, class, ethnicity, and regional modalities, so that gender is 
discursively constituted “in the political and cultural intersections" (Butler 1990:6). 
Likewise, recent studies of body, as a sign that manifests cultural meanings of 
gender, also center the discussion of its constitution by "hegemonic forces" (Bordo 
1993; Butler 1990; Epstein and Straub 1991; Ong and Peletz 1995). According to Ong 
and Peletz (1995:6), "body politics" refers to the human body being surrounded by “the 
inherently political nature of symbols and practices," in which "the diverse ways of 
society [are] mapped onto the body and the body is symbolized in society—[these] are 
mutually dependent upon and entangled in each other." For Butler (1990:12), the body 
is like a "situation" upon which "cultural meanings are inscribed [on] or as an 
instrument through which an appropriate interpretation will determine a cultural 
meaning for itself." Likewise, Epstein and Straub (1991:21) liken the body to "a blank 
page" that is "ready to be written on or rewritten by the text-production apparatus of 
culturally fluid sex/gender systems." All of them are concerned about the "hegemonic 
forces" in producing the ideology and signs about the body. 
The phenomenological school on the study of body focuses on how people 
"articulate their experiences" through their bodies (Nettleton and Watson 1998:9). It 
highlights the notion of “embodiment’’ meaning that "[human] experience is 
invariably ... embodied" (1998:11). Since bodies are defined differently "both within 
and between social systems" (Shilling 1993:23), individuals come across different 
experiences of embodiment due to diverse gender, religious, ethnic, class, and caste 
factors in day-to-day life (Thapan 1997:1), as well as the particular political, economic, 
and cultural contexts of society. 
As mentioned in the earlier section, the prevalent and long-lasting feminine flight 
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attendant image around the world intertwines with complex economic and social forces, 
in which capitalism plays a vital role as it intensifies the airlines' policy of profit 
maximization through the female body and sexuality. Cockburn (1991:150, cited in 
Adkins 1995:50) stresses that in the capitalist labor market, "sexuality, emotions, and 
the representation and use of bodies enters into [organizational] ... life and labor 
processes." She studies how women's, men's, and even children's sexuality, bodies, and 
emotions are exploited in diverse processes of production in different workplaces. 
However, not every type of human body and sexuality is suitable for the same process 
of production; these have to be chosen and remedied carefully for the particular use. For 
example, Cockburn points out how club waitresses are required to wear "sexy 
uniforms" to be able to make a profit from male clients (1991:149, cited in Adkins 
1995:50). In The Beauty Myth (1991), Wolf explains why young women are more 
desirable than the old ones in a heterosexual patriarchal society. She claims that 
"[yjouth and (until recently) virginity have been 'beautiful' in women" while aged 
women are categorized as "unbeautiful" as they have lost their "experiential and sexual 
ignorance" (1991:14). This implies that women's desirability is correlated to their 
sexual value in the “marriage marketplace," (ibid.) revealing the traditional view on 
gender values and relations of the patriarchal system. The presentation of female 
workers' bodies and sexuality thus has to be well-controlled with regard to the 
particular social and cultural contexts in order to accomplish the capitalist goal of 
maximizing profit. This thesis on the one hand explores how airline labor policies are 
motivated by capitalism as well as informed by the peculiar social and cultural 
environment. On the other hand, it investigates how flight attendants' maneuverable 
interaction with these policies manifests their agency in dealing with the utilization of 
their body and sexuality for their employer's profit-seeking, as restricted and allowed 
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by the traditional and state-sanctioned gender norms of Hong Kong culture. 
Most research on the issues of gender and body politics take into consideration the 
concepts of power, among which the research of Foucault is perhaps comparatively 
more popular. Therefore, it is necessary to look into the principal thoughts and 
criticisms to his theories. Foucault's The History of Sexuality (1978) and Discipline and 
Punish (1984) illustrate how power works to construct truths through discourse, in 
which people are repressed and constrained in the concepts of sexuality, deviance, 
morality, penal discipline, etc. He elaborates on the links between knowledge, power, 
and all these truths and claimed that the workings of power exist everywhere and that 
people are governed by their own "Panopticon."^ Mohanty (1991:71) describes this 
concept as a "juridico-discursive model of power,，，the key characteristics of which are 
"a negative relation (limit and lack), an insistence on the rule (which forms a binary 
system), a cycle of prohibition, the logic of censorship, and a uniformity of the 
apparatus functioning at different levels." On the other hand, Hartsock (1990:167) 
criticizes that Foucault writes from the "perspective of the dominator, ‘the 
self-proclaimed majority' “ and his notion of power appears as ever rigid, "expanding 
and invading." Mohanty (1991:71) also thinks the main problem of Foucault's 
definition of power is its trapping of all resistances in a binary division~"possessing 
power versus being powerless." Nonetheless, Foucault's real project is the illustration 
of power; he does not pay too much attention to the agency of human beings in shaping 
the domination and exploitation of hegemony. This gap is, however, filled by other 
8 Foucault's idea of self-discipline is through "Panopticism," which is first proposed by Jeremy Bentham 
(1748-1832), is a technical design of a prison in which a supervision tower is in the middle and a 
twelve-sided polygon surrounds the periphery of the prison. It creates an effect that the prisoners would 
self-discipline and think they are under watch all the time even though there is no watchman inside the 
tower (1984:206-213). 
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scholars (Randall 1982; Ong 1987, 1991; Lewellen 1992) who study human action and 
agency in the negotiation of powerful socio-economic structures. 
One prevailing approach in this area of study is A. Cohen's action theory (1974, 
cited in Lewellen 1992:111-112) which focuses on "individuals and their manipulative 
strategies to gain and maintain power,，，in which the meaning of "strategies" does not 
ignore the contextualization of human interaction or the collectivity of individuals. 
However, this theory neglects the conditions in which humans "gain power"一in other 
words, under what circumstances can individuals know about any resources to apply 
"strategies" to deal with specific social conducts? There should be something in the 
social context that enables individuals to know what they can utilize to deal with the 
conducts. Thus, the culture where humans live in should not be totally constraining as 
formulated by Foucault. 
Giddens' theory of stmcturation (1984) may fill this void. What Giddens means by 
"structuration" (1984:25-28) is that structure, rather than "being" a social pattern, is a 
continuous ‘‘becoming，，process by the forces of human agency which produce and 
reproduce it. His idea fundamentally echoes the contesting and contingent nature of 
culture (Clifford 1987 and R. Williams 1977). 
"Structure" to Giddens is the set of properties of "rules and resources" and the 
"structural principles" that guide how these properties organize all social activities 
(1984:15-24). However, one should not think that structure is a prime constraining 
modality; rather, it contains "resources" that enable agents to utilize and reproduce the 
structure (1984:16). Giddens suggests even a constraint is a form of enablement, since 
constraint can "open up certain possibilities of action" while "restrict[ing] or deny[ing] 
others" (1984:173). Thus, Giddens never considers the relations between human and 
structure as a form of "dualism," but rather as a "duality" in which the constraining and 
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enabling structure is the "medium" as well as the "outcome" of human's recursive 
production and reproduction (1984:25-28). Giddens emphasizes the concept of 
"day-to-day praxis” (Nettleton and Watson 1998:11, italic original) that "[h]uman 
societies, or social systems, would plainly not exist without human agency" (1984:171). 
They are "reproduce[d] and "transforme[d]" by human "continuity of praxis" (ibid.). 
The reason why humans are able to produce and reproduce social structure is due 
to their "knowledgeability" and "reflexivity" that are practiced in all day-to-day social 
activities (1984:5-16). Giddens focuses on the concept of how agents “go on" with their 
social life (1984:23), which is not simply "continuing" a life pattern, but a process of 
how they "produce and reproduce" a social life. This is done through agents' daily 
practices as they respond to certain contexts, and "discursively formulate" as well as 
"formally codify" a pattern of life (ibid.). Giddens claims that agents have the 
"discursive" and "practical consciousness" of their behaviors, that they know and/or 
believe well about their actions and the positions they stand in the context of social 
circumstances (1984:6-9). The power of being an "agent" and having "agency" is based 
on the individual's “capability of doing those things" (1984:9), which includes the 
ability to realize his or her "power" to contextualize the circumstance in the first place, 
and to utilize their “best known knowledge from memory" to draw upon the 
"appropriate structural rules and resources" and to take “strategic conducts" to interact 
with the contexts (1984:281-293). Structure (or culture) is thus not external to humans. 
This stands in contrast to the notions of Durkheim (1933, cited in Layton 1997:18-24) 
and Radcliffe-Brown (1952, cited in Layton 1997:34-37) who believe that individuals 
have to conform to the social rules in order to establish "social equilibrium." Rather, to 
Giddens, structure exists internally in humans when they trace it in their memory 
(1984:25). 
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Moreover, Giddens claims that when agents meet "familiar-styled" social 
activities in their day-to-day life, they will make routine conducts with these repetitive 
social contexts in order to sustain "a sense of ontological security" (1984:60-64); 
therefore, they reproduce the structure. However, human actions and consequences are 
not always in a causal-result relationship; human action may produce an "unintended 
consequence" (1984:293-297) which reproduces the structure in other ways. 
In short, Giddens carefully unravels that the "forms and distributions of agency are 
always culturally and politically constructed" (Ortner 1996:10) without falling in the 
trap of the Foucauldian "juridico-discursive model of power" (Mohanty 1991:71). 
Although Ortner (1996:5) criticizes that Giddens is "primarily concerned with social 
reproduction rather than change" and that his discussion of power is "locked into the 
formalist language of structure and agency," we can still use Giddens' original notion 
of "duality of structure," which theorizes the entangling relationship between human 
agency and structure that is simultaneously constraining and enabling. Since "[human] 
experience [of social life] is invariably ... embodied" (Nettleton and Watson 1998:11), 
we can combine these two concepts to examine how structure is both constraining and 
enabling through investigating flight attendants' experiences of embodiment in work 
life. On the one hand, flight attendants' body image and conducts are constrained by 
hegemonic forces such as the airline's policy and the cultural norms on the gendered 
body; on the other hand, they are "knowledgeable and reflexive agents" that can realize 
and draw upon the "structural resources" to carry out strategies to modify the 
constraints on body. Therefore, by analyzing the flight attendants' maneuverable 
interaction with people (co-workers, passengers etc.) and labor policies over the issues 
of body image and sexuality, this thesis explores how their work experiences embody 
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the gender politics between the deeply-rooted norms of gender and the newly 
state-sanctioned gender equality in contemporary Hong Kong. 
Methodology 
The core fieldwork for this research took place between June and December 2001. 
However, some initial work started as early as November 2000, including the collection 
of data on media representation and airline documents, a number of informal interviews 
with flight attendants, and a formal interview with an airline manager. 
In-depth interviews with flight attendants were the primary source of data for this 
research. A snow-ball strategy was used to obtain informants, and within the six-month 
period, a total of 20 flight attendants were formally interviewed, four of whom were 
males. Among these, 19 interviewees came from the same airline. 
The interviewees have been working as flight attendants for different lengths of 
time: one for nine years, two for five years, one for three years, and the other 16 
between several months to two years. Therefore, most of the informants were newly 
recruited and relatively inexperienced in this job. Many of them were recent university 
graduates, and the flight attendant job was their first, or second, or third full-time job. It 
was believed that the different lengths of work experience would reveal different 
interpretations and attitudes towards the gender issues that exist in their work life. 
However, since there was a lack of getting experienced flight attendants and many of 
the informants collected in the research came from the "younger group," the analysis of 
the thesis will more likely represent the work life of a sub-group rather than a majority 
of flight attendants. However, the work experiences of these young flight attendants 
brought an interesting discovery to this research: their comparably more educated 
background and socialization in recent generations led them to carry out a 
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"revolutionary" negotiation against the traditional, feminized and 
gendered-asymmetric in-flight service work environment. This interesting discovery 
sheds some important insight on the discussion of gender politics in this research. In 
addition, one of the flight attendants happened to be a mother who had one child. The 
interview with her brought an interesting insight on the additional gender issues of how 
a working mother balances her role as a wife and a mother with her flying job, in which 
she has to be absent from home for considerable periods of time. 
This research originally targeted only Hong Kong Chinese flight attendants since I 
intended to control the data within the same socio-cultural background. However, a 
couple of flight attendants introduced to me were not Hong Kong Chinese. Although 
they came from different Asian countries, their points of view towards their work were 
not considerably different from their Hong Kong Chinese counterparts, so that their 
opinions could be used without revealing their national identity. 
A semi-structured interview protocol was used pertained to their work life (see 
Appendix 1). There were some additional questions for those who were not Hong Kong 
Chinese. The interview protocol served mainly as guidelines during the interviews. 
Many interesting topics such as practices in the crew rest room, circumstances of toilet 
check-up, and passengers breast-feeding in flight were brought up by informants. All 
informants agreed that the interviews could be recorded and transcribed afterwards. 
Two female flight attendants were invited to take part in a series of additional 
follow-up interviews during the month of September 2001. Every time they returned to 
Hong Kong from their flights, they were interviewed about their experience in the past 
flights. This allowed for more detailed data to be collected based on recent and fresh 
memories of their experiences. 
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Interviews with airline management and ethnographic observation of a flight 
attendant training course were attempted in order to collect primary data on how the 
airline produces and packages its “ideal” flight attendants, to understand how this 
image concept is influenced by the market and socio-cultural factors, and to understand 
their labor policies and management. The topics of the interviews would have included 
recruitment, training process, labor disciplines, and the flight attendants' image in 
advertisements, among other things. An interview with a manager in an Asian airline 
was conducted in November 2000. The interview focused on the policy of smile. 
Although I kept contacting this manager for a snowball sample of other managers, this 
was unsuccessful because he never replied. Subsequently, an official request was sent 
to the corporate communications department of the same airline in July 2001, but it was 
turned down in August. Immediately following, a number of other Asian airlines were 
officially contacted, but all refused to participate in my research. 
As a consequence, most of the discussion on airline labor policies was based on 
media data such as news reports and the airlines' official websites. The confidential 
labor policies, such as the labor regulations written in employee manuals, were all 
provided by my informants. Since most (19 out of 20) informants came from the same 
airline, the work settings, for instance, the airline's labor policies, content of training 
course, and the people with whom they interact such as colleagues and passengers, 
could be taken as controlled. In this thesis, this airline is given the pseudonym 
“Skyhawk Air." 
There was also a limitation of getting a considerable representation of the general 
public's as well as the passengers' perspectives on the flight attendant occupation, and 
in supporting any correlation between their choice of airline and the flight attendants' 
well-packaged image in such a short fieldwork period. However, indicators can be 
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taken from the flight attendant informants' perceptions of these questions. Since they 
are the group of people who directly undergo training and packaging programs, and 
then carry these policies to their work life and interact with the passengers in person, 
they are the staff who understand the effects of work policies imposed on them the most. 
Also, any individual carries a multiple of identities to go on with his or her social life: 
on the one hand, the informants work as flight attendants officially; on the other hand, 
they are also the women, men, ex-applicants for the flight attendant position, 
sometimes passengers, and also the audience that watches flight attendant 
advertisements in the media. Therefore, the informants not only could give official 
opinions on their work policies, but also shared their personal ideas on how they found 
the labor policies and work experiences affected them as multi-identity individuals. 
Their work experiences and perceptions helped to fill the void of official airline 
statements of how it markets the flight attendant image, so that this data can be used to 
analyze the influence of socio-economic factors (such as capitalism) in intensifying the 
airline's policy of controlling workers' bodies and behaviors for profit-seeking. It is 
believed that the flight attendants acting as social agents strategically utilize the 
complex relationship of the social rules and resources, which they think are available to 
them according to their specific identity positioned in the specific social context, to deal 
with the social activity. Therefore, the informants' dynamic perceptions from their 
different social positions are important for investigating the main theoretical theme of 
this research. 
Field Observation 
I had the opportunity to do some participant observation when two Asian airlines 
conducted recruitment interviews in Hong Kong in late 2001. I have given them the 
pseudonyms "Tiger Air" and "Phoenix Air." Both airlines held public "walk-in 
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interviews" in which applicants only need to show up at the specific time and venue as 
announced in the media. I went with a female friend who wanted to apply for the job. 
We attended the walk-in recruitment of Phoenix Air together. She was informed that I 
was doing participant observation and during the recruitment process, I obtained her 
perceptions of this activity as a participant. Also, I observed the other applicants' 
behaviors, their conversations with the recruiters, and the methods and physical setting 
of the recruitment process, all of which reflected concepts of gender and body politics. 
This ethnographic observation shed light on how the general public, specifically the 
applicants, perceived the nature and image of the flight attendant job in Hong Kong. 
About Skyhawk Air 
In this section, I briefly introduce some facts about the workplace and organization 
of flight attendants in Skyhawk Air, and will discuss in further detail in the later 
chapters where the topics are the most appropriate. Skyhawk Air is an Asian airline that 
reaches 50 destinations worldwide, about 60% of which are Asian destinations 
including Hong Kong. As of 2001, it employed more than 5500 flight attendants all 
over the world, about 500 of whom were men (less than 10% of all flight attendants). 
They come from at least ten Asian countries, including Taiwan, Japan, South Korea, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, India, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and Thailand (the 
order of the countries listed does not reflect either the national identity of the airline or 
the ethnic origin of the majority of flight attendants). 
In Skyhawk, every applicant selected from recruitment has to attend an initial 
training course for seven weeks, and to pass a qualification examination before they can 
start to work in an aircraft cabin. Flight attendant is the general term used within this 
airline to refer to the group of people who provide service and maintain safety in-flight. 
However, among the workers themselves, they address each other according to a set of 
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titles that rank them in a hierarchical order of positions. The term flight attendant 
(usually referred in the short form FA) is used to address those who are juniors or in the 
lowest rank of this occupation. Since most (19 out of 20) informants belonged to the 
junior group, I shall use the term FA to address them throughout the thesis. In each 
round-trip flight, there is a chief purser, officially titled the ISM (In-flight Service 
Manager), who is in charge of all cabin service responsibilities of the flight. Also, there 
are one to two cabin and/or senior pursers (usually simply referred as "pursers") in each 
cabin class to supervise the FAs working in that class. All flight attendants get different 
"rosters" (schedules for duty) every month so that it is highly likely that they meet 
different colleagues in each round-trip flight. 
Questionnaires with the General Public 
A questionnaire survey covering topics of the image of flight attendants and the 
nature of their job was conducted in Hong Kong from June to August 2001 (see 
Appendix 2). The questionnaire was originally designed in Chinese because I targeted 
primarily the Hong Kong Chinese respondents. All of them answered the "fill in the 
blank" questions in Chinese. One hundred and fifty questionnaires were distributed to 
friends and family and a snow-ball strategy was utilized to widen the target audience. 
Eighty two valid questionnaires were returned. 
Media Data 
Materials related to Asian flight attendants and their career were collected from 
magazines, newspapers, TV, and the Internet, and included items such as 
advertisements and editorials. Media data provided a broad reflection of how flight 
attendants' images are represented in public discourse. The data also served as a vital 
form of stimulus in the interviews with flight attendants. 
2 5 
Field and Thesis Languages 
Cantonese was the primary language used during the interviews with the Hong 
Kong Chinese informants and English was used for communicating with the non-Hong 
Kong Chinese informants. The relevant parts of interviews in Cantonese were 
translated into English and are cited as necessary throughout the thesis. Some 
significant emic terminologies used by the informants and commonly used in the Hong 
Kong public discourse, such as "hungjung siuje"(空中小姐）and "hungjung smyeh" 
(空中少爺)，are transcribed in Cantonese pronunciation in accordance with the Yale 
System of Romanization. The Chinese character(s), their literal meaning in English, as 
well as the nearest English equivalent for each term are given as the term first appears 
in the thesis. 
Ethical Issues 
There are some important ethical considerations in this research, as it touches 
upon a number of sensitive topics—not only about flight attendants' personal lives and 
perhaps their experience of sexual harassment, but also the airline's management and 
labor policies. Thus, in every interview, except on casual conversations with the 
applicants during the walk-in recruitment interviews of Tiger Air and Phoenix Air, all 
informants were told of my researcher identity. They were also asked explicitly if there 
was any specific information that they would not want to be included in my research. 
The names of all informants and airlines from which they came from are fictitious in 
order to ensure anonymity. The nationalities of the non-Hong Kong Chinese flight 
attendants were not specified since I am not sure about the ethnic make-up in Sky hawk 
Air, and therefore revealing their national identities may cause them to be identified. 
Regarding the lengths of employment, the flight attendants' working experience were 
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rounded up to the nearest year for those who have worked for over one year, and to the 
nearest season for those under one year, in order to protect their identities. Other details 
that may have revealed the identity of informants, such as the family background of the 
flight attendant who had a child, were changed without affecting the analysis. 
Outline of Thesis 
Following this introductory chapter are 5 chapters and a conclusion. The order of 
the chapters is based on a sequence that recreates a brief "life history" of a person who 
is first socialized with the image of flight attendants in a specific cultural environment, 
then applies for the position, gains experiences at work, and finally gets married and 
faces the dilemma of taking a job during motherhood. 
Each chapter presents one dimension of the flight attendants' "lived body 
experiences" in interacting with the surrounding environment, other social agents, and 
cultural symbols. Each dimension manifests human agency in interacting with the 
underlying gender ideologies in the larger society. The emergence of the contradictions 
that exist between "traditional" and "new" gender ideologies can be shown in many 
different forms. However, each form generally manifests itself under a specific context. 
Thus, each chapter discusses one dimension of interaction with the social context; for 
instance, flight attendants interact with their stereotypical images in public discourse, 
with the airlines' recruitment practices, with the airlines' labor regulations, with their 
co-workers, as well as with passengers. Each of these flight attendant experiences 
brings about a specific manifestation of gender ideologies that occurs primarily in each 
dimension. Although there are multiple different manifestations, they are all part of the 
Hong Kong gender ideology system that includes both "traditional" and "new" gender 
ideologies. 
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Chapter 2 will illustrate how flight attendants are defined in a specific cultural 
discourse by examining their prevalent stereotypical images in Hong Kong media and 
folk discourses as well as the underlying gender concepts of these images. The chapter 
also investigates the informants' choices of terminologies regarding the nature of their 
occupation, and how these interact with the stereotypical images in public discourse. It 
reflects how flight attendants' agency utilizes and transforms the cultural rule of sexual 
morality to separate themselves from negative stereotypes. 
Chapter 3 contains an ethnographic account of two flight attendant recruitments. It 
explores the interactive relationship between airlines' intention of looking for relevant 
flight attendants and applicants' agency in applying strategies to show their relevance 
for the position. From this, the chapter shows how the two parties help to feminize the 
occupation. 
Chapter 4 unravels how Sky hawk Air appropriates its flight attendants with a 
marketable image. This is done through training courses and discipline in aspects of 
everyday behavior, emotions, and body image performances. Both written and 
unwritten labor regulations will be examined. At the other end of the spectrum, it 
explores how FAs utilize their agency to deal with this authority, which reflects human 
experiences in interacting with the norm of the appropriate body image of women and 
men in society. 
Chapter 5 first presents an ethnography of FAs，work life in Skyhawk Air in the 
order of their work sequence. Then, it extracts salient points of FAs' interaction with 
their co-workers in the constrained work environments such as the galley and crew rest 
room, and on matters such as the expectation of gendered task performance. These 
experiences manifest how FAs, acting as agents, embody the traditional gender values 
and reinforce them. 
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Chapter 6 will investigate the interaction between FAs and passengers in the cabin. 
It examines that on the one hand, FAs utilize the state-sanctioned gender equality that is 
newly emerged in Hong Kong to deal with gender-discriminatory encounters with 
passengers. On the other hand, FAs，maintaining of a distance from passengers and the 
accusation of other colleagues' inappropriate behaviors in approaching passengers, 
show that they draw upon the cultural rules of opposite-sex relationship and gender 
responsibility to go on with their work life. This chapter thus reflects how FAs reinforce 
the traditional gender norms and at the same time gradually modify the gender system. 
Chapter 7 presents the conclusion. It summarizes the manifestations of how the 
traditional gender norms are reinforced as well as how the new gender equality is 
utilized in different forms of interaction between FAs and other agents and cultural 
symbols at work. This is also accomplished through the investigation of the tension that 
emerges from the double-roles of being a mother and a flight attendant at the same time, 
in order to show how humans as agents help to reinforce and gradually transform the 
gender relations in Hong Kong. 
y 
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Chapter 2. Negotiating "Hungje" Stereotypes in Public Discourse 
This chapter focuses on the gender politics as exemplified in prevalent "hungje" 
stereotypical images and the underlying gender concepts. It first illustrates the 
importance of the study of discourse一which has become a contemporarily prime 
medium to facilitate the power of cultural ideology in governing human behaviors—in 
shaping the stereotypical images of "hungje" and how they are affected by these images. 
This chapter looks at media and folk discourses, where stereotypical images of 
"hungje" are portrayed, and will analyze the gender concepts that underlie and 
reproduce these stereotypes. Finally, this chapter examines the FAs' choices of 
terminologies regarding the nature of their occupation, and how these interact with the 
stereotypical images in public discourse. 
Discourse, Ideologies, and the Normalized Public 
Discourse as defined by Kress is an "institution;" it provides "descriptions, rules, 
permissions and prohibitions" for a given area, and "organizes and gives structure to 
the manner in which a particular topic, object, process is to be talked about" (1985, 
cited in Watson 1998:116). It is, however, a kind of politics. As noted by Watson (1998), 
the provisions of descriptions and structural organization in discourse are under a 
"hegemonic control." He points out that discourse has traditionally more often served 
"the voice of the powerful people" than the commoner (1998:15). It transfers the "rules 
of conduct" of the powerful people and serves as a "cultural apparatus" to affirm 
cultural norms and values in society (ibid.). Media as a particular form of public 
discourse, inescapably becomes a "cultural apparatus" to serve the people on top，and a 
"means" through which the hegemonic ideologies are transferred. 
\ 
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Media is a contemporary channel for information exchange and knowledge 
acquisition. Its representation of reality is often under the selection and interpretation of 
producers and whoever else controls the media's medium in order to promote the ideas 
that serve their own interests (Watson 1998:17). At the same time, the messages are 
governed by culture as well (1998:18). For example, the images of flight attendants 
promoted in the media often repeat a pattern of selected feminine characteristics. This 
reflects that women's images that appear in media are, on the one hand, fashioned by 
the producers' personal tastes and interests. On the other hand, these images are 
governed by cultural concepts of gender as well as the economic factor of capitalism in 
the larger society. The selective presentation of images may lead to "the problem of 
stereotyping" (Macdonald 1995:13). It means that the image is reduced from "the 
three-dimensional quality of the real to a one-dimensional and distorted form." Thus, 
the solution to this is to widen the range of represented images in the media (ibid.). 
Foucault, in particular, discusses discourse as a medium to transfer the power of 
ideology to govern human behaviors. In The History of Sexuality (1978) and Discipline 
and Punish (1984), he illustrates how power and knowledge work through discourses to 
create "truths" in modern western societies. Lash (1990) summarizes Foucault's idea of 
the modern penalty, which creates the power to control criminals' souls rather than their 
bodies, so as to punish them in a humanistic way: 
Previously, penal practices affected the body directly and negatively in the 
reproduction of a power which was transcendent in relation to the social. 
Now penal discourse reproduces a power which is immanent in society; for 
this purpose it individuates, normalizes, and mobilizes human bodies; it 
operates on bodies not through direct physical cruelty, but via a gaze that has 
its effect on the soul, via the "bad conscience" which is attached to bodies... 
If Classical punishment consisted of the physical engraving of a memory 




The "Modem punishment," according to Foucault, is a "self-regulating practice" 
through the institution of the "Panopticon," which creates a "discourse" on the 
prisoners' souls seemingly telling them that they "are being watched" all the time. As 
noted by Watson (1998:247-248), the "Panopticon" is a design of a prison, in which a 
police-tower is placed in the middle of the encircling prisons. It was first proposed by 
Bentham (1748-1832) to serve an economic purpose as “one that saw all." With this 
particular design, a "penal discourse"一a perception of "being watched" all the time no 
matter whether a police officer was really inside the tower~was created among the 
prisoners' memories. Thus, Watson (1998:248) comments that “[t]he Panopticon was a 
normalizing machine" that created the knowledge of surveillance among the prisoners, 
who were made to be self-regulated and self-normalized from sins. 
The concept of Panoptic normalization through the institution of discourse can be 
attached to other sectors of human social life and has become "part of the inevitable 
process of living [in Modern times]" (Macdonald 1995:47). For instance, scholars find 
that the mass media can create such a discourse of "self-constitution of the normalizing 
gaze of the Superpanopticon" over the audience (Gandy 1990; Watson 1998). Watson 
(1998:249) suggests “we are subject to surveillance as citizens and as audience." Gandy 
Jr. (Watson 1998:249) also claims that audience are more and more self-normalized 
with the practices and attitudes of what the media suggests to them, they will be less 
and less conscious of their behaviors, which are actually under the calculation of the 
media producers. 
Foucault's concept of Panoptic normalization through discourse gives a new 
dimension to understand how cultural rules are manipulated in society. On the contrary, 
Giddens' theory of structuration emphasizes individuals' agency in the process of 
self-regulation. When social "agents" meet "familiar-styled" social activities in 
/ 
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day-to-day life, they will make routine reactions to deal with the repetitive contexts in 
order to sustain “a sense of ontological security" (1984:60-64). Giddens finds 
individuals' self-routinized behaviors as a strategy to sustain self-security. On the other 
hand, he considers non-routine behavior in day-to-day life as different "strategic 
conducts" within a particular context. So Giddens' theory of structuration pays more 
attention to human agency and its relationship with culture, allowing a bigger space to 
examine individuals' non-normalized behaviors, and the interacting relationships 
between human behaviors and cultural governance. 
Images of Hungje in the Media: The Public/Private Dichotomy 
The use of the female body and femininity in marketing flight attendant service is 
prevalent in Hong Kong. This implies that women's bodies and femininity are 
"acceptable in public exchange" (Macdonald 1995:52). This refers to the widespread 
usage and conventional acceptance of women's images in marketing products and 
services. Flight attendants are usually portrayed with a set of selected feminine 
characteristics that conjure up images of caring mothers, friendly neighbors, agents of 
smile, as well as beauty and sex icons. The image representations of flight attendants in 
exclusively sexual and familial terms tell us what kinds of sexuality are marketable 
with regard to capitalism. At the same time, although women's sexuality is considered 
profitable, there is a cultural restriction of how to utilize it. In The Beauty Myth, Wolf 
finds that young women are more desirable than the old ones: "Youth and (until 
recently) virginity have been 'beautiful' in women" while aged women are categorized 
as "unbeautiful" since the former ones "stand for experiential and sexual ignorance" 
(1991:14). Therefore, in order to make the flight attendant image marketable, airlines 
have to select the most appropriate femininities; otherwise, the images may not sell in 
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the market. In the following section I shall identify the kinds of flight attendant images 
that are prevalent in the Hong Kong media, and analyze the relationship between the 
presentation of well-selected femininities and the traditional gender ideology of Hong 
Kong. 
In Hong Kong society, the patriarchal system is well established. The idiom: "Men 
are responsible for the matters outside and women for the matters inside" (Chinese 
original: “男主夕‘，女主內”）suggests the traditional gender segregation. Men are the 
breadwinners for the family and so they occupy the public arena, and women are 
categorically defined potential mothers, so that they stay home and occupy the 
domestic sphere. 
Rosaldo's (1974) pioneering discussion on the public/private dichotomy argues 
that women are associated with the "domestic orientation" while men the 
"extra-domestic" or "public" orientation. She defines these two domains in the 
following ways: 
"Domestic," as used here, refers to those minimal institutions and modes of 
activity that are organized immediately around one or more mothers and their 
children; "public" refers to activities, institutions, and forms of association 
that link, rank, organize, or subsume particular mother-child groups 
[1974:23]. 
She stresses that this binary system is fundamental to gender differences in other 
aspects of social life (1974:23). This model, however, is grounded on a particular 
historical background in the west since the industrial revolution, when the cult of 
domesticity developed as an "ideological justification" for the framework of 
gender-segregated values and social roles (Bonvillain 1998:160). 
According to Bonvillain, the rise of the capitalist society in the century 
separated people into bourgeois and proletarian classes. The latter were hired to work 
for the former so that they were separated from home and domestic duties 
！ 
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(1998:154-155). The cult of domesticity offered a rationale for men's better suitability 
for occupying the competitive workplace and maintenance of patriarchal authority over 
the working wives and children (1998:161). This cult is grounded on the biological and 
psychological differences between men and women: Men were thought as being 
"competitive and aggressive," they "vied with each other for material rewards, the 
measure of their success." On the other hand, women were "innately nurturing and 
passive," and willing to "provide comfort and calm to other family members" 
(1998:160). Therefore, the cult of domesticity justified men to be associated with the 
public domain, while women with the domestic. Although the women among the 
working class families at that time also worked in the public domain, their association 
with the public sphere was ignored by society, but instead, they were encouraged to 
believe that it was their morality to be associated with the private sphere (Macdonald 
1995:48). 
In the following section, I shall investigate the stereotypical images of flight 
attendants in the media discourse as they reflect sexually-dichotomized (public and 
private) norms. It particularly emphasizes the concept that women's cultural ideal 
association with the (extension of) domestic roles in the patriarchal system, is still 
profound in the contemporary Hong Kong society. 
Kind and Caring Mothers 
Information on in-flight services in many Asian airlines' official websites are quite 
similar-female flight attendants are the main personnel for promoting exclusive cabin 
services. The most striking similarities between these flight attendants are their 
behaviors of how they interact with passengers, promising the airlines' potential 
customers the best caring service delivery. In order to present a "caring" impression, 
female flight attendants usually lower down their upper bodies to serve passengers, for 
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instance, to offer them meals and listen to their inquires (All Nippon Airways 2001; 
Asiana Airlines 2001a; Cathay Pacific 2000a; Eva Airways 2002; Korean Air 2001b; 
Singapore Airlines 2002). They knee on the floor to play with and/or listen to children 
(Bangkok Airways 2001; Cathay Pacific 2000b), and even hug the children (Thai 
Airways 2002b). Different parts of the body symbolize the gentle mother role. 
The "caring mother" image of female flight attendants is also shown on TV 
commercials. In one Cathay Pacific Airways TV ad in 2001, there was a scene of a 
rainy day with a couple of school kids running to a female flight attendant who was 
holding a big umbrella. She smiled and hugged them tightly as if she did not want them 
to get wet. This scene promoted the kind and caring characteristics of flight attendants 
as if they were "innately" philanthropic to everyone surrounding them一not only to 
their in-flight passengers, but also to anyone in the streets. However, why was it a 
female flight attendant, but not a male or both sexes? 
The use of a female to take care of children in that rainy-day scene echoes the 
mother-child bond in the patriarchal system. It reinforces the cult of domesticity in 
which mothers, rather than fathers, are assigned the role of providing tender-loving, 
care, and protection to offspring. This scene reflects the gender-segregated familial 
roles of patriarchal Hong Kong. Furthermore, the prevalent image of flight attendants 
lowering down their upper bodies to passengers as depicted in airline websites implies 
not only courtesy and deference to passengers, but enhances a symbolically closer 
relationship between the two parties. The physical distance between two people may 
reflect how intimate people are to one another. The shortest distance between 
individuals should be that between family members, especially between the mother and 
her offspring. The female flight attendant hugging the school kids on a rainy day in the 
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TV commercial, and the flight attendants being in close proximity to their passengers, 
both conjure up images of mothers caring for their offspring. 
Friendly Neighbors 
Another prevalent image of flight attendants in the media is that of a "friendly 
neighbor." Another TV commercial of Cathay Pacific again in 2001 promoted the 
friendliness of flight attendants to neighbors in their daily life. In a particular scene, an 
old lady greeted a female flight attendant who was walking and pulling her luggage in 
the street. They talked to each other in the following way: 
Old lady: Good Morning! Where are you going this morning? 
Female flight attendant: I am going to Vancouver. 
The scene did not clearly show if these two people knew each other; if they did not, 
this dialogue raised an interesting situation about two unfamiliar people talking to each 
other in the street. In Hong Kong society nowadays, how likely is it for a person to ask 
an unknown person on the street of her or his work? It is certainly not a common 
practice. But this interesting scenario suggested that the general public already perceive 
flight attendants as "nice" and "friendly," so that they feel comfortable talking with 
unfamiliar flight attendants. Also, this scene might suggest that flight attendants are so 
innately nice that they "naturally" extend their friendliness to people whom they have 
never met. 
Furthermore, the pattern of characters in this scene—an old lady and a female 
flight attendant一raises a broader question on gender. Why was only a female used to 
promote the friendliness of flight attendants in the scene? A western idiom about what 
makes up "girls" and "boys" is instructive: 
What are little girls made of? Sugar and spice and everything nice. What are 




This idiom suggests that boys are innately active, whereas girls are naturally sweet, 
nice, and soft. Thus, in the greeting scene of the TV commercial, the choice of using a 
female rather than a male flight attendant to talk to an old lady echoed the cult of 
domesticity that women are "innately nurturing" and "willingly strive to provide 
comfort and calm to other family members" (Bonvillain 1998:160), so that they are 
more likely involved in the gender responsibility of giving care to people. This 
reinforces the stereotype of women being nurturing and of their "domestic orientation." 
Agents of Smile 
A smiling flight attendant is undoubtedly a stereotypical image; it may be 
impossible to find a picture in which the advertised flight attendant has an indifferent 
face. Service workers' smiles and the culturally-constructed ideas behind this 
emotional presentation are usually vital elements in the ideal cabin service and 
environment constructed by various airlines. In airline advertisements, the smile 
usually refers to a nice service, a happy flying journey, and a comfortable cabin 
environment, among other things. Cathay Pacific has been promoting the idea of 
"Service Straight From the Heart" (English text original) since 1996. According to the 
labor handbook, the flight attendants are taught to be warm, friendly, and spontaneous 
to solve customers' problems, and treat them in a way which one would like to be 
treated by others. Similarly, a recent ad by Eva Airways said it provided "Service From 
the Heart" (Chinese original: “發自內心的服務” Weekend Weekly, March 11, 2002). 
This service was described in the following way: 
Like the sky, like the cloud, like the water, like the warm spring breeze, the 
nice service from the heart of Eva Airways gives the natural, fresh, and 
pleasant air breath; With professional and precise flying qualities, you are 
brought around the world safely and comfortably. 
I 
3 8 
A nice journey starts from a smile from the heart... The Wing of TaiwanEva 
Airways ^ 
In the advertisement a female flight attendant smiled and faced the readers, slightly bent 
her upper body forwards, and with both hands held a small tray with a glass of 
champagne. This advertisement on the one hand suggests that a smile is a matter or 
form that makes a flight comfortable, and on the other hand suggests that "she," a 
generic female, is such an agent to make it possible/^ 
The flight attendant's smile is so "natural," which is just like "the sky," “the 
cloud," "the water," and "the warm spring breeze." Some airlines even promote that 
such "natural smiles" will "never end." An Asiana Airlines' ad in 2001 consisted of two 
pictures side by side of the same smiling female flight attendant. In the left picture the 
caption was "Leave portion: 09:30 Departure," and "Return portion: 22:30 Arrival" in 
the right (Asiana Airlines 2001b). This advertisement reflects a paradox that the times 
are different, the smile is the same: no matter how long the flight is or when passengers 
board or leave the plane, the smiles which they can expect from flight attendants are 
consistently the same. 
The prevalent use of female rather than male flight attendants to offer welcoming 
smiles in advertisements reflects the deeply-rooted cultural idea about the gender 
differences in self-emotional presentation. Women are more likely expected to be 
associated with emotions, no matter whether it is through smiles or tears. On the 
contrary, men are expected to be able to manage their emotions. There is an old Chinese 
idiom that says: "Men's tears are not easy to shed" (Chinese original: “男兒有淚不輕 
9 Chinese original: “像天、像雲、像水、像和照的春風，長榮航空出自內心的親切服務，散發自然、 
淸新、怡人的氣息；更以專業嚴謹的飛航品質，帶您安全舒適地飛往世界各地。一次愉快的旅 
程，從一個發自內心的微笑開始...台灣之翼一長榮航空：’ italic original {Weekend Weekly, March 11, 
2002. Pp.45). 
10 Eva Airways only recruits female flight attendants. They should be single, have well-groomed 
appearances, and graceful gestures (Eva Airways 2001a). 
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彈 “ ) . I t suggests that being emotionally strong and looking serious are 
culturally-expected characteristics for masculinity. Men have to repress their emotions, 
especially sadness. Chodorow (1974) explains gender personalities from a 
psychoanalytic perspective, claiming that the different accessibilities to femininity and 
masculinity between women and men are attributed to the different socialized 
processes and role training since their early childhood. She argues that motherhood as 
an institution perpetuates a gendered socialization. According to Chodorow, a boy must 
give up his "primary identification" with his mother by repressing his attachments to 
her and denying all feminine values inside himself in order to establish his masculine 
identity (1974:50). This difficult task finally produces "a repression of emotions" 
among men (Hochschild 1983:164). On the contrary, a girl can continue her 
identification with her mother because the development of her gender identity is 
embedded in the "on-going relationship" with her mother (1974:51). Therefore, she 
needs not to repress her feelings to her mother, and has more accessibility to her 
emotions (1983:164). 
Besides emotions, women are also socialized to deliver more deference than men 
do. Fiedler (1960, cited in Hochschild 1983:165) suggests that girls are expected to be 
more deferent and obedient than boys: "Girls are trained to be 'seriously' good and to 
be ashamed of being bad whereas boys are asked to be good in formalistic ways but 
covertly invited to be ashamed of being ‘too，good." In the service industry, service 
workers are expected to treat their customers as if they were their “bosses,，’ so that an 
asymmetric relationship between these two parties is formed, and customers are in a 
higher position than the workers. Service workers showing their deference to customers 
is essential to achieve this asymmetric relationship (Hochschild 1983:167-168). 
\ 
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Hochschild makes a such correlation between deference and smile. She suggests 
that the niceness from smiling can "add a dimension to deference:" 
Deference is more than the offering of cold respect, the formal bow of 
submission, the distant smile of politeness; it can also have a warm face and 
offer gestures small and large that show support for the well-being and status 
of others [1983:168]. 
Therefore, service workers' smiles can enhance the delivery of deference, and hence 
affirm the asymmetric relationship between service workers and customers 
(1983:167-168). However, since women are more culturally expected to offer emotion 
and deference than men, they become the more desirable workers for service work 
(1983:164-168). It becomes a logical notion that women are the personnel to show 
smiles and niceness in advertisements. 
Beauty Icon 
A pretty face has been a criterion to be selected as a stewardess in the USA 
between the 1960s and 1970s. It continues to be a requirement for recruitment in a 
number of Asian airlines (see Chapter 1). Although a pretty face is not officially a job 
requirement in both major airlines in Hong Kong, flight attendants continue to be 
recognized as beauty icons in public discourse. As the airlines' image ambassadors, 
flight attendants are usually seen wearing neat uniforms and full make-up both in the 
real aircraft cabins as well as in the media. The Hong Kong media commonly reinforce 
the pretty and neat images of flight attendants in their articles and reports. 
The news report "New Zealand Hungje Regulated with Makeup Rule in 
Australian Airline" (Chinese original: “澳航紐空姐規定化妝返工，，）in The Sun, 
December 13, 2000, reported that an Australian airline regulated its New 
Zealand-based female flight attendants to wear facial cosmetics and high-heel shoes 
while on duty. There was a photo showing two female flight attendants applying 
cosmetics to their faces in front of a big mirror. A caption next to it wrote: 
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Hungjung siuje represents the airline. If her face is charming, the airline will 
also have "face." 
Another news report, "Serious Loss of Graduate Hungje" (Chinese original: “大學 
生空ffli荒失嚴重”)in the Oriental Daily, November 14, 2001, reported that many 
Mainland Chinese flight attendants with university degrees resigned because they 
found themselves over-qualified for a primarily service type of job. A photo in the 
report showed a group of female flight attendants walking on a ramp of an airport. They 
were all wearing blue uniforms, red scarves around their necks, black high-heel shoes, 
neatly tied hair-buns, and carrying small black luggages all with their right hands. A 
caption below it wrote: 
High-quality hungje are a beautiful scenery in a journey, 
The news report "Dragon Air Hires Flight Attendants: 1500 People Competed for 
30 Vacancies (Chinese original: “港龍聘空服員 1500 人爭 30 空缺”）in the newspaper 
Ming Pao, March 19, 2002, reported the competitive recruitment exercise of Dragon 
Air in Hong Kong. There was a close-up photo showing four young ladies in black suits 
facing one another and retouching their make-up. The sub-heading was: "Busy 
Retouching Cosmetics" (Chinese original: “1�亡辛甫妝,’)，and the caption next to the 
picture said: 
To establish the image of “pretty hungje," female applicants were dressed 
carefully, and before entering the interview room, [they] hastily retouch 
cosmetics on their faces. ^ ^ 
11 Chinese original: “空中小姐是代表航空公司，空姐樣子『省鏡』，航空公司也有『面子』�” (The 
Sun December 13, 2000: D04). 
12 Chinese original: “高質素的空姐是旅途中一道亮麗的風景線°，，（Oriental Daily, November 14, 
2001 :A30). 
‘‘Chinese original: “爲建立『覯女空姐』的形象，應徵的女士們都悉心打扮，進入面試室前也不忘 
手忙腳亂地補妝 ° ”（Ming Pao, March 19, 2002:A04). 
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The Hong Kong media commonly uses such gendered terminologies as "hungjung 
siuje"(空中小姐）or "hungje"(空姐）to refer to flight attendants. This reflects the 
prevalent perception of this occupation being dominated by women. In Hong Kong's 
public discourse, flight attendant is a typical "women's work." The words "siuje" (/J�姐， 
meaning "lady" or “young woman") in "hungjung siuje" and "je"(姐,meaning "lady" 
or "sister") in "hungje" suggest that flight attendant work is performed by women. 
Besides this female work implication, the terms "hungjung siuje" and "hungje" have 
become a particular category of service workers who are stereotyped as "beauty icons." 
The news reports above clearly point out that the public face of an airline is the face of 
its flight attendants; in other words, flight attendants' faces are their employer's vital 
asset for business and marketing, because they provide "a beautiful scenery"(“一道亮 
麗的風景糸泉”）for passengers. In addition, these news reports also tell us that even a 
naturally charming face has to be meticulously enhanced with cosmetics so as to create 
the "image of pretty hungje"("『覯女空姐』的形象”). 
Drawing upon the psychoanalytical approach, the use of pretty women and 
cosmetics to produce the "image of pretty hungje" is to serve the human's scopophilia, 
or "the desire to look" (O'Shaughnessy 1999:140). This desire, as first proposed by 
Freud, is "the source of human's great pleasure and satisfaction" (ibid.). Thus, looking 
at pretty women becomes a source to obtain pleasure and satisfaction. However, the 
aesthetic standards imposed on flight attendants have become a gender issue. Why have 
female bodies and their sexual appeal become commodities marketed by airlines? And 
why are these standards imposed on women rather than on men? 
These questions may be answered using Ortner's (1974) idea of 
gender-dichotomized orientations, in which women are closer to nature while men are 
to culture. The three concepts of "body," "sexual appeal," and “pretty appearance," are 
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associated with the concept of "corporeality." Human corporeality is one kind of nature. 
Ortner (1974) argues that the universal subordination of women to men is due to a 
dichotomy between women and men. She explains that women "are closer to nature" 
because their physiology restricts them to reproduction, the social role training 
internalizes them with feminine psyche and restricts to the domestic context 
(1974:74-83). In our culture, various forms of public discourse (i.e. media 
representation, idiom, etc.) drive women to stay close to nature and to be concerned 
with their corporeality. Women rather than men are more likely to be trained and 
expected to pay attention to their bodies and appearances. For instance, they are 
supposed to wear make-up and use skin care products to improve their appearance. 
These have become "natural" women's behaviors and rights, although many famous 
make-up artists are men. An old Chinese saying even stresses this point: "Obsession 
with beauty is women's nature" (Chinese original: “愛美是女人的天性”).While the 
origin of this saying is not known, its prolific use today suggests the well-accepted idea 
that women are highly associated with their corporeality and "nature." It acts as a strong 
cultural message that urges women to pay more attention to their bodies and 
appearances, so that the domestification of women and the asymmetric relations 
between genders is reinforced. 
Sex Icon 
Flight attendants are also "sex icons" in men's fantasies. A survey was held on the 
Internet recently. In the newspaper The Sun, April 20, 2002, the article "Uniformed 
Workers Make Opposite Sexes' Hearts Beat" (Chinese text original: ‘‘制J月艮上班族令異 
1 生心雲力”)reported that a job searching website, www.Fish4jobs.com, held a survey of 
occupations that were considered the sexiest to the opposite sex. Twenty-six percent of 
male respondents chose "nurses" as the first choice, 20% chose flight attendants, 13% 
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chose “doctor,’’ and 13% chose "lawyers." The news report also referred to an authority, 
a professor of the British Psychology Association, to analyze the results. He stated that 
“the result showed that the gender stereotype is still serious," and that "men are more 
likely to prefer women in service industries such as nurses and flight attendants" 
(Chinese text original for the news report). 
Another article, "Hungje's Uniform is the Most Seductive" (Chinese text original: 
“空姐制服最具誘惑”）in the newspaper J/^p/e Daily, February 9, 2000, reported on an 
Internet survey with 324 respondents who voted for “the most seductive female 
[occupational] uniforms." One-third of the respondents considered flight attendants' 
uniform the most seductive, followed by nurses' uniform, the "keih pouh" (Cantonese 
original: “旗袍”）worn by female receptionists at Chinese restaurants, policewomen's 
uniform, and lastly kindergarten teachers' uniform. The article also gave an explanation 
as follows: 
According to a famous local fashion designer, Lee Wing Tsuen, the uniform 
of "hungje" is not sexy at all. However, "hungje" is already a symbol of sex 
；Chinese text original: “性感象徵，，]for men, which is why this occupation 
got the most votes. A similarity among these three occupations, "hungje," 
"nurse," and "Chinese-teahouse receptionist," is that they belong to service 
jobs, in which [the workers] receive others' commands passively, and that is 
why [they] are [the objects of] male chauvinists' fantasy [Chinese text 
original, Apple Daily, February 9, 2000:A04]. 
These two surveys clearly converge on the point that the flight attendants are sex 
icons. This accounts not only for the discourse about their sexy appearance, but also for 
the symbolism of their uniform. As analyzed in the last article, the "mystique of 
uniform" that is part of men's attraction to flight attendants is attributed to the service 
nature of the occupation. It argues that men can find satisfaction through the sexual 
fantasy of giving commands to their inferior service workers, who are expected to 
"receive commands passively." This psyche coincides with the sexual dichotomies of 
I 
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the “public versus private" spheres and the "culture versus nature" orientations that are 
still strong in contemporary Hong Kong. 
To conclude, the presentation of flight attendant images in exclusively familial and 
sexual terms一as caring mothers, friendly neighbors, agents of smile, as well as beauty 
and sex icons一clearly manifests that the images of "supportive mothers" and "sexually 
desirable mates"^"^ are the effective marketable femininities for airlines' business. In the 
contemporary air travel industry, the competition over cabin service and preservation of 
passengers' loyalty are at the center of airlines' business strategy. Hochschild has 
explained how the two femininities above help flight attendants establish good rapport 
with passengers. She claims that the motherly quality helps the female workers win 
respect from both female and male customers, while the sexual attractiveness quality 
helps them to “gain favors" especially from male passengers (1983:180-182). 
Therefore, the presentation of attractive and sexy mates manifests the long-lasting 
sexualization of the flight attendant occupation with regard to capitalism. Airlines' 
source of profit comes primarily from the full-fare-paying business travelers, many of 
whom are males, so airlines find it appropriate to utilize female flight attendants' sexual 
attractiveness to seek a maximum number of male passengers. Paralleling this, the 
construction of the caring mother image responds to the fact that more and more coach 
seats are occupied by passengers of diverse ages and backgrounds. In recent years 
airlines have been paying more attention on entertainment for children and compete to 
be the most kid-friendly airline. Thus, the motherly as well as sexy/attractive images 
reflects airlines need to widen the range of potential customers. From a gender studies 
perspective, these well-selected femininities reproduce the patriarchal view on what are 
14 The terms "supportive mothers" and "sexually desirable mates" originate from Hochschild 
( 1 9 8 3 : 1 8 1 - 1 8 2 ) . 
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"ideal" women which requires women to be caring mothers to their offspring, and to be 
sexually desirable wives for their husbands. 
Stereotypical Images of Hungje in Public Discourse 
The stereotypical images of flight attendants in the Hong Kong media reflect the 
deeply-rooted dichotomized concepts of gender personalities and social roles. With 
these norms prevailing in the media, how are these perceived by the general public? I 
conducted a questionnaire survey (see Appendix 2) among the Hong Kong Chinese 
between June and August 2001 to access their perceptions on the job nature and on the 
images of flight attendants. One hundred and fifty questionnaires were distributed, with 
82 questionnaires returned. The interesting findings are as follows. 
Among the 74 valid answers for the question of how the respondent addresses the 
in-flight service worker, 56.7% of them answered “空中小姐” (hungjung siuje) or ‘‘空 
姐，，(hungje). Twenty-eight point three percent wrote “空中小姐” (hungjung siuje) or 
“空姐” (hungje) and “空中少爺”（MngjOng smye). Only 8.1% used the most 
politically-correct term “機艙服務員”（flight attendant) or “服務員，，（“service 
worker"). A related question considered whether the respondent found the use of 
"hungjung siuje" or "hungje" as common in Hong Kong. Of 78 valid answers, 89.7% of 
the respondents said “yes,，，but 16.7% acknowledged not having heard the term “機艙 
月艮務員，，（“flight attendant") before. These show that the gendered emic terminologies 
"hungjung siuje" and "hungje" are commonly used among the Hong Kong general 
public, although the recognition of male presence in this occupation is also reflected. 
Besides the prevalence of these gendered terminologies, the survey shows that 
most respondents' impressions of flight attendants showed a strong correlation to their 
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stereotypical images in the mass media. Twenty-nine percent of respondents "strongly 
agreed’’ and 60.5% “agreed” that they thought all flight attendants were females prior to 
any air travel experience. Seventeen point three percent “strongly agreed" and 68% 
"agreed" on the thought that flight attendants were pretty, 27% “strongly agreed" and 
67.6% "agreed" on the impression that flight attendants had bright smiles; 52.6% 
“strongly agreed" and 44.7% "agreed" that flight attendants were caring, while only 
2.7% "disagreed." Most respondents (83.8%) "strongly agreed" or "agreed" that their 
impressions of flight attendants mostly came from the mass media. However, 60% of 
them thought that flight attendants in real life did not match those fantastic images 
promoted in the media. Ninety-five point seven percent of respondents thought that 
passengers should deserve a high-quality in-flight service, and 90% of them "strongly 
agreed" or "agreed" that high-quality service has a correlation to the image of flight 
attendants. The results above reveal that the public perceptions of flight attendants are 
very much stereotypical and heavily influenced by the media. 
In the questionnaire, there was an open-ended question on what other impression(s) 
respondents had towards flight attendants. Some respondents answered such traditional 
qualities as ‘‘kind,’，"gentle," "polite," "wholehearted," "elegant," "nice," and 
"friendly." Some respondents looked at the work life of flight attendants in the 
following ways: flight attendants were ‘‘hardworking and responsive," they had a 
"heavy workload," they worked like "a sei"(阿四，meaning "domestic servant"), ^ ^ and 
they were “very busy." However, one respondent found that this job "seemed to be very 
leisurely." On the other hand, some respondents commented on the flight attendants' 
appearances and attitudes instead: their "uniform looks very nice and neat," they have a 
15 阿四,a Cantonese slang, means "servant" or "the one who does all things around." In Cantonese, "a" is 
a prefix to a name, and "sei" is the number "4." Therefore, "a sei" means the most inferior person who 
does all things around. 
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“smile on the face, but may not represent the same feeling in the heart." A few 
respondents even found that flight attendants were "stubborn," “a bit cold and 
arrogant," "always take a taxi, put thick cosmetics on the face." Other respondents 
commented that: "[females] put on thick cosmetics, even the males do," and that 
"hungjung siuje are like robots because their appearances and behaviors are very 
similar." Also, a few respondents found that the traditional quality of beauty among 
flight attendants was decreasing: "the qualities of flight attendants' service attitude and 
faces are decreasing;" "are they really as pretty as the public expects?" 
The results reveal on the one hand that the general public expects or agrees on the 
existence of traditional qualities among flight attendants, particularly their good service 
attitudes (i.e. nice, polite, kind, etc.) and their well-packaged appearances (i.e. neat 
uniform and thick cosmetics on their faces). On the other hand, the results show that the 
public also realizes a diversity of flight attendant images and behaviors. Some 
respondents commented on flight attendants' "coldness," "arrogance," and 
"stubbornness," which are totally opposite to the mystique of deference, warmth, and 
friendliness. These comments suggest that the behaviors and personalities of flight 
attendants in real life go beyond what the media suggests. 
In the following section, I will focus on the real life of flight attendants and how 
they perceive and redefine their stereotypical images in public discourse. 
FAs，Responses to Stereotypical Images in Public Discourse 
"I am ..." a "hungje," a "flight attendant,，，and "working in the airline/aviation 
industry" are the common terminologies used by my informants to address their 
profession. In general they prefer either the first or second identities, but some are 
adamant about using only the last one. FAs addressing themselves in different ways in 
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fact reflects their interaction with the concepts of gender that exist behind their 
stereotypical images. 
"Hungje" and the Public/Private Dichotomy 
Grace, 16 Edith,^^ Joyce/^ and even Ken^^ prefer to use the term "hungje" to 
address their profession. The main reason for this choice is because they find that the 
concept of "hungje" has been deeply rooted among the general public in the society. 
They believe that most Hong Kong people understand what the "hungje" job means, so 
that they need not explain their job, as when they have to if they use "flight attendant" 
or "cabin crew.，，In fact, even a male FA did not mind addressing himself with this 
feminized title. Ken, an ex-insurance consultant, found "hungje" a very "convenient" 
term for him: 
I like [the term] "hungje" because it is a very "convenient" term. People ask 
you what is your job. If you say: "Hungje," they understand! However, if you 
say: "Hungjung smyeh," people may ask you: "What's that?" ... Yes, there 
are people who don't know what "hungjung smyeh" means. However, I do 
say “crew，’ or “flight attendant" in some occasions. For instance, if I were 
asked to show my identity card, I would say: "Flight attendant," because I 
find it comparably [politically] correct. But "hungje" is the most convenient 
term because I have known this term for more than twenty years. In contrast, 
not everybody would understand what “flight attendant" and "hungjung 
siuyeh" mean. 
FA informants think that the main reason for "hungje" to become a "convenient" 
term that most people can understand what it means is attributed to the "traditional" 
way of addressing flight attendants as "hungje" in the society. Grace said: 
"Hungje hungje." It's a tradition! [a traditional way to address the flight 
attendant occupation] I seldom hear people saying "hungjung siuyeh" but 
generally "hungje hungje." The reason why people get used to this is because 
16 Grace has been a FA for 1 year at the time when she was interviewed in early August 2001, Hong 
Kong. 
17 Edith has been a FA for 1 year and a half at the time when she was interviewed in early August 2001, 
Hong Kong. 
18 
Joyce has been a FA for 1 year at the time when she was interviewed in mid-July 2001, Hong Kong. 
Ken has been a FA for 1 year and a half at the time when he was interviewed in mid-June 2001, Hong 
Kong. 
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women are more suitable for doing this job. Since the nature of this job 
emphasizes on personal service, I think women are more suitable for doing it. 
Edith, a cheerful FA, also thought that it is a "traditional concept" of referring 
"hungje" to "women." She even argued that men taking this job would "reduce their 
dignity" as "men:" 
I think the concept of 'hungje hungje" is implanted among the general public; 
they would not think of "hungjung smyeh" first. It is already a traditional 
concept. People just use "hungje hungje" to refer to this job, so that it 
suggests it's a women's job. ... I think that it's not good for men to take this 
job because it seems that [the job] would reduce their dignity [Cantonese 
original: 1乏低佢哋人格 ” ] , a n d implies that they have no sense of 
achievement in life [Cantonese original: “無大志，,].I have never thought that 
there were men in this occupation before. But, after taking the job, I still think 
that women are more suitable for this job. 
Both Grace and Edith found that the gendered term "hungje" has become the 
"traditional" and conventional way of referring to flight attendants and the in-flight 
service occupation. It is because they believe that it is a "tradition" of women's 
suitability for performing service tasks. Since the flight attendant occupation is 
perceived as an extension of the domestic sphere, in which the provisions of service and 
caring are the main tasks, then if men perform the service job it seems that they cross 
the boundary of culturally-expected gender roles, so that they will reduce their status as 
men in the society. In fact, accusing men of "having no sense of achievement in life" 
and "reducing their dignity" because they take a service job implies that men can have a 
sense of achievement in life and can be dignified as men only if they are strict to the 
red public arena—where their occupation is not associated with any “domestic 
orientation." Therefore, the exclusive use of the term "hungje" and the female FAs' 
thoughts of men being unsuitable for the flight attendant occupation reveal that the 
cultural norm of public/private dichotomy between "men" and "women" is still 
prevalent in Hong Kong society. 
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How about the male FAs themselves? How do they think about taking on an 
occupation which is said to "reduce their dignity" as men? And how do they find the 
value of existence in this typical women's work? These questions will be examined 
together with the investigation on the FAs，reflexivity of real experiences in their work 
life in the following section. 
"I am a Flight Attendant" and "I Work in the Airline Industry" 
i. Reflecting on a Beautiful Dream 
Before working in the field, some female FAs such as Peggy , 2�Victoria, ^ ^ 
22 23 
Rachel, and Doris also shared the general public's point of view and expectations of 
"hungje." The term "hungje," literally meaning "air lady or sister,” has come to 
symbolize that the worker is an elegant and caring female. However, after becoming 
qualified FAs and capturing the real experiences and activities in their work life, they 
become aware that being a flight attendant is a tough job and not all that "fantastic." 
Victoria did not find herself a "lady" in the sky but a "servant"(打雜)24 in the 
cabin. Before becoming an FA, she would describe the workers as "hungje;" but after 
she started working, she would only call herself a “flight attendant." She thought that 
the term "hungje" suggested "a very elegant-lady look," however in reality it is just the 
opposite: 
After working here, I find there is a big difference between what I am really 
doing now and how I used to see them [flight attendants] from a passenger's 
point of view. For instance, [now] you have to pick up the dirt on the floor; 
20 
Peggy has been a FA for one year at the time when she was interviewed in early June 2001, Hong 
Kong. 
21 Victoria has been a FA for one year and a half at the time when she was interviewed in mid June 2001， 
Hong Kong. 
22 
Rachel has been a FA for six months at the time when she was interviewed in mid July 2001, Hong 
Kong. 
23 Doris has been a FA for one year and a half at the time when she was interviewed in late June 2001, 
Hong Kong. 
24 "Dajaahp"(打雜)in Cantonese, literally means to do all odd jobs in the workplace. 
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you have to clean the dirty toilet. These I have not thought about before. Also, 
you may hurt your hands very easily; your body gets hurt from falling down; 
your nails get cut; your hands become very rough; and you have to carry 
heavy things too. You really work like a servant. But I thought that this job 
was very leisurely. 
• 25 
David said that becoming a flight attendant was just one of the choices available 
after leaving school. He explained why he addresses himself neither as "hungjung 
siuyeh" nor as a "flight attendant," but only states "I am working in an airline." First, he 
thinks that he is "not earning so much," and second, he does not consider himself a 
"smyeh"(少爺，meaning a "junior master in a rich family") in the cabin, but rather "a 
sei"(阿四，meaning a “domestic servant") for the passengers: 
"Hungjung siuyeh" sounds excessive of what it [flight attendant] really 
means. I am not a "siuyeh," I am a "a sei.，，Yes, this really is what we are 
doing! Do everything; distribute meals and clean the toilet and the sink! 
FAs’ work experience helped them redefine their occupational images. 
Particularly, when FAs became aware of the non-leisurely nature of their job, some of 
them refused to address themselves as "hungje" and "hungjung smyeh," as these terms 
imply their job as leisurely as being a "lady" and a "junior master." So they chose 
“flight attendant" and/or “working in the airline/aviation industry" to address their 
occupation instead. 
When informants were asked whether they perceived the flight attendant 
occupation as "women's work," the female FAs tended to agree. This opinion has many 
roots: this occupation is a "service job," it is "a job that requires grooming," “a job that 
requires a lot of smiling and tenderness," and has become a "traditional" stereotype. 
Although the women realize the heavy-workload work experience and are given the 
25 • 
David has been a FA for one year at the time when he was interviewed in early August 2001, Hong 
Kong. 
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cultural latitude to redefine the nature of their job, they continue to emphasize on the 
characteristics that make the job feminine. 
On the contrary, the realization of the heavy workload becomes a strategy for male 
FAs to negotiate the value of their existence and of "men's dignity" in this so-called 
"women's work." They find that their "innate" physiological strength over women 
makes them suitable for the job. Compared to the female FAs, the non-leisurely nature 
of the job and their physical capacity are what the male FAs utilize to establish their 
“male identity" and "flight attendant identity" upon. For instance, Mark^^ finds that the 
flight attendant job is “a very tough one." He even redefined it as a "men's work." 
David stresses that "this job requires the existence of men" because they “are physically 
stronger than women," and they "can help a lot in the cabin." 
However, by neither defining it as "women's work" or "men's work," Leo^^ finds 
the flight attendant occupation suitable for both sexes because it requires the unique 
characteristics from both sexes: 
FA is an equal occupation; there is no distinction between genders. Women 
have the advantage of taking care of people. But, it is better for men to do the 
galley work, for example getting the food cart and changing the food cart. It's 
because men's physiology is stronger than women's. The cabin work is better 
for women to do because it is easier for them to approach people. In fact, I 
think [the sexes] just complement [each other". 
It seems that Leo's claim on the value of existence of both genders in the job is 
pretty fair, however, what underlies his argument are those traditional stereotypes of 
differing gender personalities, physiologies, and social roles. Likewise, even though 
Ken did not agree that the flight attendant job is "women's work," he admitted that he 
would not work in this job in the long term. He did not think it could be an 
"achievement," while men must have some kind of "achievement" in life: 
26 Mark has been a FA for nine months at the time when he was interviewed in mid August 2001, Hong 
Kong. ‘ 
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I will not stay in this job for a long time. For women, to be a FA is only a 
"job" [Cantonese original: “都係一份工啫，，].But for men, people think that 
men should have something achieved in life [Cantonese original: “要有口的口野 
做吓”]. 
With the examples above, FAs，perceptions and redefinitions of their occupation 
reveal that they have internalized culturally-expected gender roles, values, and 
personalities. Although these norms of gender act as "cultural rules" governing their 
decision-making, simultaneously these have become "cultural resources" for FAs to 
strategically go on with their work life, i.e. to justify their choice of and appropriateness 
in this occupation. Having a paid job is a very important resource for survival in 
contemporary Hong Kong, and the work identity is a major way to signify people in 
social life. Therefore, FAs have to prove their ability and suitability in the industry in 
order to create a sense of security out of an appropriate work identity. It was found that, 
in general, female FAs tend to define their job with the characteristics which show their 
culturally-defined female qualities, while men show the male qualities. Female FAs 
draw upon the gender concept of “women being better caregivers than men" as a 
strategic resource to affirm themselves as the most desirable and suitable workers in the 
service industry. At the same time, they utilize gender concepts such as that men should 
“have a sense of achievement in life" to reject men's association with the "women's 
field.” On the other hand, male FAs more likely emphasize on the heavy-workload 
nature of the flight attendant job, reflecting their choice of the gender concept that "men 
are physically stronger than women" as a strategic resource to prove their suitability for 
taking this physically-demanding job, and also to affirm and justify their value of 
existence as men in this so-called "women's work." 
27 
Leo has been a FA for one year at the time when he was interviewed in early August 2001, Hong Kong. 
5 5 
Therefore, both the male and female FAs, gender resources reflect that they 
internalized the cultural rules of public and private spheres for genders. When they 
transfer and utilize these culture rules of gender as resources, they in turn reproduce the 
system of gender segregation. 
//. Neaotiatinci with Being a Sex Icon 
In the Hong Kong public discourse, flight attendants are labeled sex icons and are 
even said to engage in prostitution and a ‘‘wild life," In the following section, I will 
show how the Skyhawk FAs use different terms and ways to address themselves and 
modify their interpersonal relationships in order not to be involved in these negative 
speculations. 
Rachel said that she has heard of a label ‘‘flying chicken"(飛雞)28 used to describe 
flight attendants, suggesting them to be "in-flight prostitutes:" 
Before I worked here, I had heard of this [the wild image label on flight 
attendants] a bit. "Hungje" is regarded as "flying chicken"... Perhaps it is 
this reason why I do not address myself as "hungje." Instead, I use “flight 
attendant" or "aviation industry" because these sound more professional. 
In addition, Rachel also finds that the term "hungje" leads to a pornographic 
connotation of the woman's body. She said that there is an analogy between "hungje" 
and "big-breasted lady:" 
My elder brother sometimes makes jokes of "big-breasted lady"[大胸姐].29 
So I find [the term] "hungje" rude. 
Regarding the speculation of flight attendants engaging in the sex trade, Joyce told 
of her "pimp encounter" in flight. She said that once a first officer (pilot) suddenly 
28 "Flying chicken," original "feigai"(飛雞）in Cantonese. The word "fei"(飛）means "flying," referring 
to the flying job of flight attendants. The word "gm"(雞）originally means "chicken," but it also means 
"prostitute" in the Cantonese slang. Therefore, "feigai"(飛雞）means "flying prostitutes" or "in-flight 
prostitutes." 
29 
"Big-breasted lady," original "daaihhungje"(大胸姐）in Cantonese. In Cantonese, "hung"(空）means 
“air，，but has the same pronunciation of the character “胸” which means "breast" or "chest." "Daaih"(大） 
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came to the galley of the economy class where she was working. He started talking with 
the "elder sister"(阿姐，meaning “cabin purser，，).�。All in the galley started wondering 
whether something went wrong in the plane: 
However, after he left, the “elder sister" told us that the first officer had a 
friend who was a banker in the outport. He asked whether we would be 
interested in "dining" with him. This is pimping! The "elder sister" even 
helped him to sell [the trade] with a smiling face! 
In public discourse "hungje" is stigmatized as "in-flight prostitute" and suspected 
of being promiscuous. The article "The Sadness Behind the Beautiful Dream of 
Hungje" (Chinese original: “空姐美夢背後的哀愁，’）in the newspaper Apple Daily, 
January 12, 1999, interviewed two female flight attendants about their personal 
experiences in being asked to provide sex and what they knew about other flight 
attendants' wild life in outports. The article started with a folklore of flight attendants 
engaging in the sex trade: 
Supervisors act as brokers to get hungje to accompany "the boss" at dinners, 
going out, and going to bed. This has been an open secret inside the 
occupation [Apply Daily, January 12, 1999:G0r. 
This was followed by a story of a flight attendant called Eva, with the sub-heading 
"Don't Think I am a Flying Chicken" (Chinese original: “咪當我係飛雞”)，which was 
a similar story to the one Joyce talked about. In the article, Eva had come across one of 
her supervisors who asked her to dine with a "big boss," and told her that she would 
receive "a monetary allowance" afterwards. Eva was curious why there was an 
allowance for having dinner. When she clarified with the supervisor if she could leave 
right after the dinner, the supervisor said: 
...You are a smart girl and look so beautiful, "good deals" will come to you 
any time. It depends on you if you know how to seize it [ibid.]. 
literally means "big." Therefore, "daaihhungje" can mean "big hungje" or "big-breasted lady." 
30 "Elder sister," original "aje"(阿姐）in Cantonese. It is the emic term that the junior FAs of Skyhawk 
Air use to address their senior colleagues and cabin pursers (the supervisors). 
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The article said that Eva was very angry at being offered the so-called “good deal" and 
that she left the supervisor. She felt lucky that she was not harassed later. In the same 
article, another flight attendant called Teresa said that she found some flight attendants 
quite promiscuous. She has seen a female flight attendant having different men for 
different nights in an outport. 
Although there seem to be some cases of flight attendants being engaged in 
"in-flight prostitution," it is fair to say that most informants are aware and concerned of 
how the public perceives them as being suspected of having a "wild life"一flirting 
around, having many boyfriends or girlfriends, etc.—because of the traveling nature of 
the job. First, their job requires them to “be away from home," so that they may be "out 
of control in the outport." Second, they are exposed to "many different kinds of 
people一many prominent people, rich people, and handsome crew." CaroP^ said: 
I am quite afraid of this problem [the suspicion of being sexually immoral . 
People may think: you go to an outport, stay in a hotel, you can do whatever 
you want. Many people outside think this way. 
Carol explained that the reason she uses "flight attendant" to address herself and 
sometimes simply mentions that she "works in the aviation industry" is because she 
finds these descriptions “more professional." In contrast, she is afraid of the term 
"hungje," which brings about a negative suspicion of her sexual morality. Stella]� 
similarly does not address herself as either "hungje" or "flight attendant," but only says 
‘‘I am working in an airline," to avoid the negative speculation of "having many 
boyfriends:" 
I only say I am working in an airline. I do not want to say "hungje" because I 
think that people will have two different views on you if you say "hungje." 
The first view is that they may think: "Hungje? It is a good job! You can fly 
31 Carol has been a FA for three months at the time when she was interviewed in mid June 2001, Hong 
Kong. 
32 
Stella has been a FA for five years at the time when she was interviewed in late October 2001, Hong 
Kong. 
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around," which makes me so proud of myself [when other people say this to 
me]. However, the second view is: "Hungje? Wow, you should have many 
boyfriends!" This makes me uncomfortable. 
The suspicion of FAs engaging in a “wild life" can be clearly reflected from how 
their parents and significant others respond to their job. David thinks that some parents 
of female flight attendants may be concerned if their daughters will be "harassed"(俾 
x m y at work, so that they may find the job environment "unsafe." However, David 
finds this worry non-existent to men. In contrast, they are thought of being the harassers. 
David said that his parents sometimes give him verbal "moral education:" 
My dad and mom sometimes tell me: "Be careful, don't flirt around!" 
:Cantonese original: “小心呀，唔好出去玩女人呀！”] "Don't engage in any 
immoral relationship!" [Cantonese original: “唔女子亂攪關係呀!，，] 
Likewise, the female FAs are more often suspected of being unfaithful to their 
boyfriends. Most of the female informants found their boyfriends and/or heard about 
other FAs，boyfriends worrying about "losing their girlfriends," that they will be 
"pursued and taken" by other men at work. To lessen this risk, FAs，boyfriends have to 
ensure that their girlfriends are not "out of control"一they urge their girlfriends to 
report to them in an outport. Some "jealous" ones even participate in the flight attendant 
recruitments in order to work with their girlfriends, and some even ask them for an 
early engagement. Here is Carol's story: 
My boyfriend is so worried about not always seeing me, and that I will be 
pursued by someone. He had even applied for the job too, but he failed. I 
guess he thinks in his heart that someone may pursue me at work. Since we 
are always flying, we meet many different kinds of people一many prominent 
people, rich people, and handsome crew. But he didn't stop me from taking 
the job because he knows that this job is suitable for me. 
Victoria also told a similar story. Her boyfriend was worried about her being "out 
of control" in the outports and pursued by “the people in the cockpit" (pilots). Victoria 
33 "Beiyahngaau"(俾人攪)in Cantonese literally means disturbed by anybody. However, this phrase is 
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has participated in flight attendant recruitments twice with two different airlines. At the 
first recruitment, she said that her boyfriend had been unhappy and opposed to her 
application. Although she was offered a job by the airline, she did not take the job 
because she did not want to be based outside Hong Kong. So, at that time, her boyfriend 
"was relieved." However, when Victoria applied to another airline, her boyfriend asked 
her: "You will go again? What will you do if you get the offer?" Victoria told him: “I 
want to do the interview first. Who knows whether they will accept me?" Victoria was 
selected again and since she would be based in Hong Kong for this airline, she accepted 
the offer. And of course, her boyfriend was very upset: 
Since I initially started working here, he has been so upset, and often says 
things like: "[You are] not always in Hong Kong... I have no idea of what 
you are doing... [You] will be pursued and taken by pilots!" 
However, Victoria found ways to comfort her boyfriend by "reporting" to him wherever 
she went: 
I call him as soon as I arrive in the hotel room, tell him where I will go out to 
eat, what time I will come back, and arrange a time to talk again. So he starts 
to have confidence in me. 
Grace, a single FA, said she knew many female FAs，boyfriends were worried 
about “losing their girlfriends" and that “they don't want them [the girlfriends] to be 
hungje." She heard of a hungje getting engaged to her jealous boyfriend before she 
started working as an FA: 
I have come across a crew; she was fairly young, around 21 or 22 years old. 
When we were talking in the galley, she said that she had to remember to buy 
cigarettes for her "husband." I was so surprised, and asked her: “Wow, you 
got married so early?" She replied me that she hadn't married yet. But in fact, 
after her boyfriend knew that she would become a "hungje," he was so 
worried of other men pursuing her and losing her. So he asked her for an 
engagement. 
metaphorical for "being sexually harassed by anybody" in the context here. 
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The label "hungje" may bring the flight attendant the praise of “beauty icon," but it 
also attracts the negative stereotype of "sex icon." The worries of FAs, parents and 
boyfriends show that suspicions of sexual morality among FAs do exist. In order to 
avoid being stereotyped as "sex icons" and being sexually loose, or even engaging in 
prostitution, some FAs choose the identity of "flight attendant" and/or “working in an 
airline" to address themselves, and even self-discipline and modify their everyday life. 
For instance, Victoria reports her whereabouts in outports to her boyfriend, and Grace's 
friend got engaged to her boyfriend before starting her FA job. These actions show that 
the FAs are conscious that they are indeed suspected of being unfaithful to their 
boyfriends. This consciousness in turn reflects that there is a cultural rule governing 
individuals' sexuality of what behaviors are considered moral or immoral. FAs thus 
apply this standard to themselves and claim that they do not like being called "flying 
chicken" or "big-breasted lady." They refuse “dining with big bosses" and reject 
stereotypes that they "have many boyfriends" and are "doing whatever they want to do 
in outport hotels." These claims illustrate their agency in drawing a boundary between 
themselves as "good girls" and the image of "sex icons." At the same time, these 
cultural rules of sexual morality become strategic resources for FAs. 
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Chapter 3. Recruiting the Relevant Body 
This chapter will explore the interactive relationship between airlines' intention of 
looking for relevant flight attendants and the applicants' agency in applying strategies 
to show their relevance for the position. From this, the two parties help to reinforce the 
feminization of the flight attendant occupation. It will first illustrate the official criteria 
in the recruitment advertisements of two Asian airlines and examine the experiences of 
Skyhawk Air FAs in their recruitment interviews. This section will show that there are 
hidden and traditional qualities that are prevailingly expected from the applicants in 
addition to the seemingly gender-neutral and scientific criteria written in the 
advertisements. Then, the chapter will discuss these hidden expectations based on 
ethnographic data obtained through participant observation in two flight attendant 
recruitments held in Hong Kong in late 2001. 
Due to the lack of official data on the final selection criteria, the section on hidden 
expectations is based on my personal experiences and interpretations of the two 
recruitments, and do not represent the airlines' standpoints. 
Experiences of Recruitment 
Two Asian airlines, Phoenix Air and Tiger Air, organized flight attendant 
recruitments during my fieldwork period in Hong Kong in late 2001. Both job openings 
required the following from applicants: 
• Minimum age: 19 years 
• Minimum education: Form 5 
• Fluent in English and Cantonese 
• Permanent Hong Kong SAR resident 
• Minimum arm-reach '^^  of 212 cm for Phoenix Air and 208 cm for Tiger Air 
34 Arm-reach means the maximum height an applicant can reach after raising her or his arm and standing 
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The requirements described above seem to be gender-neutral and scientific. The 
criteria of minimum age, education, and command of English ensure that the applicant 
has enough life experience, knowledge, and communication skills, in particular the 
capacity in English which is the international "lingua franca" of the world. Meanwhile, 
the minimum arm-reach requirement pertains to constraints of the physical setting of 
the work environment and consequently in-flight safety, ensuring that the height of an 
applicant is tall enough to safely open and close the overhead lockers in the cabin. 
Informants mentioned that Skyhawk Air required the same job criteria when they 
applied for the position in the last two years. However, those who have been FAs for a 
longer period such as Stella and Kelly^^ had somewhat different criteria when they 
entered the job. Stella, who has been an FA for 5 years, said: 
When I joined [Skyhawk Air,] the applicants were subject to a maximum age 
rule; they had to be below age 26. But now, there is no such rule anymore... 
Also, they should be single, but this rule does not exist any longer as well. I 
think the single-marital-status rule was changed in 1997 or 1998; I am not so 
sure of the exact year, but it definitely happened after I joined Skyhawk. 
Stella welcomed these modifications in age and marital status restrictions. She thought 
that because of these changes, married and older individuals who have other work 
experiences can become flight attendants. Generally speaking, she found these people 
acted more maturely than the "young girls" ^^  in dealing with passengers. The 
elimination of the discriminatory rules on age and marital status give the impression 
that the new generation of flight attendant applicants are enjoying a comparatively 
gender-neutral situation in the recruitment exercise. However, how much do these 
seemingly gender-neutral and scientific job criteria described above reflect the real 
on tiptoes. 
35 Kelly has been a FA for five years at the time she was interviewed in early November 2001, in Hong 
Kong. ‘ 
36 Most of the informants (16 out of 20) in this research belonged to this "young generation group." They 
have work experiences ranging between several months to one year and a half. 
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situation in the recruitment context? There seem to be many other "qualities" that are 
expected from the applicants that are not formally publicized, but they have to become 
aware of these qualities from the settings and practices in the recruitment. 
The Skyhawk FAs found that their airline in fact paid much attention to their 
personalities and appearances during the interviews, although these were not officially 
stated in the job advertisements at the time they applied for the position.〕？ Edith, a FA 
for one year and a half, recalled that she smiled at lot during the interview, because she 
thought that the applicant should have a pleasant personality to become a "relevant" 
flight attendant: 
In the recruitment, they [the airline] emphasized on the applicant's 
personality, if she/he is optimistic enough, if she/he would not blacken the 
face or be bad tempered, and most importantly, should know how to smile... 
Also, I found that the girls [female applicants] were pretty at the time. I think 
that passengers today still prefer to see pretty hungje serving in the cabins. 
Edith said that the female applicants who she came across were pretty. This not only 
means that the applicants were born to be physically attractive, but in a way suggests 
that they created this look by being dressed carefully with artifacts such as neat suits 
and proper make-up. All male FAs of Skyhawk said that they wore formal suits, while 
the females wore either formal suits or neat blouses and formal pants for attending the 
interviews. The women also tied their long hair in pony tails or secured it in buns. They 
all wore cosmetics. Carol accounted this dress code for the sake of the personal service 
nature of the flight attendant occupation, which "traditionally requires someone to be 
elegant and pretty for ‘standing outside' [to be a frontline staff in dealing with 
customers in person]." 
Generally speaking, there were proportionally fewer male applicants than females 
appearing in flight attendant recruitments. The most common ratio of men to women, as 
When I visited Skyhawk Air's website in early January 2002,1 found that the airline had put a "warm 
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recalled by the Skyhawk FAs, was between two-to-eight and four-to-six, but never 
equal ratios. Nevertheless, the minority status of male applicants did not necessarily 
give them any advantage. In contrast, perhaps due to their male gender, they were put 
under a stricter examination than their female counterparts. Ken said: 
Men don't have any advantage in recruitment. Perhaps the airline treats us 
much more strictly than women. That is why there are fewer men in the 
training course. I think the proportion of men to women was about four to six 
in the recruitment, but there were only five men out of a total of 22 classmates 
in my training course. I know some classes contained only three to four men. 
The rate of success is comparatively lower for men... I think this is because 
the company would like to choose someone who is easy to be handled and 
easily trained. Women give people the impressions of being nicer, more 
easy-going, and easily handled. But men don't; they rather give the 
impressions of being aggressive and rebellious. 
David also finds a similar "discrimination" on male applicants based on gender 
personality. He thinks that the airline intends to recruit "a certain kind of people who 
can give a good feeling" and “comfortable and natural impressions" to others at the first 
glance, for the sake of the personal service nature of the flight attendant job. However, 
he finds that women more likely have these endowments than men: 
They [the airline] have considered the [flight attendant] job nature, so that 
they recruit a certain kind of people who can give a good feeling to others at 
the first glance; if you cannot give comfortable and natural impressions to the 
recruiters, how can you give these to passengers in the future? It is true that 
women can do these more easily than men, so that the airline hires more 
women. 
Although the male FAs found that there is a "discrimination" of gender personality on 
men in applying for the personal service work, they did not feel pressured to "adjust" 
their stereotypically aggressive male personality. In contrast, they said that they did the 
interviews simply with a "natural attitude" [Cantonese original: “平常心,，，literally 
meaning "normal heart"] (David's words) as well as "acted like myself [Cantonese 
original: “做番自己，，](Ken's words). And they passed. 
and pleasant personality" as one of the requirements for the flight attendant position. 
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From recalling their personal experiences and interpretations of the recruitment 
practices, both male and female FAs showed that there are other qualities, for instance, 
a pleasant personality, a pretty and tidy appearance, and being nice and caring, that are 
prevailingly expected of them in addition to the seemingly gender-neutral and scientific 
job criteria. 
"To See and To Be Seen" 
As described above, the Skyhawk Air FAs found that there are other qualities 
expected from the proper flight attendants. However, these additional expectations 
have to be somehow perceived by the applicants, and not having them explicitly told. 
Acting as agents, FAs utilized their social knowledge of the personal service nature of 
the occupation, "adjusted" their physical appearance, emotion, and behavior (e.g. 
showed more smiles to the recruiters and dressed themselves carefully). This process of 
interaction can be regarded as “to see and to be seen," revealing the applicants' agency 
in launching the interactive relationship with the testing settings and practices in the 
recruitment. 
“To see" refers to the agency of applicants who must see the physical settings and 
assess the situation “to be conscious o f the practice, realizing the underlying meanings. 
For instance, the applicant has to realize what behavioral response she or he is expected 
of, by "seeing" the specific recruitment setting. Based on my personal experience in the 
recruitment exercises of two Asian airlines, the "to see" process is very important for 
applicants to understand what emotional and behavioral performances are expected 
from them. These "hidden" expectations, in fact, were reflected from the testing 
settings and practices throughout the recruitment exercises that showed that the airlines 
intended to look for the relevant ones who were in conformity with the prevalent image 
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of flight attendants. In addition to this, I also found that the process “to see" is a 
self-socialized experience of making oneself more conformed with the relevant flight 
attendant image; in other words, for the sake of getting the job, applicants had to 
demonstrate their ability to conform themselves with the hidden requirements, through 
learning the relevant behaviors and performances from other applicants. In later 
sections, I will illustrate such reflections and the process of socialization. 
“To be seen," on the other hand, refers to how applicants choose and draw upon 
available and appropriate "resources" (e.g. the social knowledge of the personal service 
nature of the flight attendant occupation) according to the specific interview context, to 
carry out strategic reflections on their physical appearance and emotional and 
behavioral performances “to be seen" by recruiters. The intention is to give recruiters 
the impression that they are able to realize and conform with the 
"traditionally-expected" qualities for flight attendant. The concept “to be seen" is 
formulated based on Bordo's (1993) idea that body image, as a cultural symbol, carries 
and reflects one's emotional, moral, and spiritual status to others. Humans launch 
self-strategic adjustments and how they want “to be seen." The physical appearance 
and emotional and behavioral performances of the human body are the medium "to be 
seen" by others regarding one's inner qualities. To illustrate this concept, Bordo uses 
the example of how an overweight body reflects negative features such as "being 
greedy, self-aborted, lazy, without self-control or willpower" (1993:202), which are 
culturally demeaned in the contemporary North American society. On the contrary, a 
“firmed [and] developed body" implies all opposite capacities, such as "willpower, 
energy, control over infantile impulse, [the] ability to 'shape your life，，“ and "[the 
correct attitudes" to “ 'care' about oneself and how one appears to others" (1993:195, 
single quotations original). In line with this concept concerning the reflections from a 
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body image, the "positive capacities" described above should be rewarding and 
advantageous factors for job-hunting in the capitalist labor market nowadays. With 
these capacities, applicants want "to be seen" by employers that they are worth of the 
position because they have the "willpower" and "energy" to manage their life. 
Therefore, the applicants' ability to show their appearance, and emotional and physical 
performances in conformity with the expected qualities for flight attendants, will 
increase their chances of success. For instance, giving more smiles can on the one hand 
reflect the pleasant personality of the candidate; on the other hand, this emotional 
performance can show that one's personality conforms to the "traditionally-expected" 
pleasant and smiling qualities of flight attendants of the Asian societies. 
The following section will explore the “traditional，，qualities expected of the 
applicants, in addition to the officially publicized requirements. 
Phoenix Air Recruitment 
My first participant observation of a flight attendant recruitment was done in Hong 
Kong in late 2001. It was a public "walk-in interview" in which the applicants only 
needed to show up at the specific time and venue as announced in the media. 
The Face 
• 38 
Kitty, who was finishing her final year in a university, went with me to this 
particular recruitment. On that day, she wore a one-piece black dress and pink high-heel 
shoes that were completely different from her typical casual look on any given school 
day. However, I simply wore casual clothing since my aim of going there was to do 
fieldwork. When we arrived at the venue, we went straight to the lavatory first because 
Kitty wanted to retouch her make-up. When we opened the lavatory door, two girls 
38 
Kitty attended the flight attendant recruitment of Phoenix Air in late 2001 in Hong Kong. Her 
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standing in front of the sinks and mirrors turned their heads to look at us. Because of 
their clothes, the facial cosmetics, and similar young age, we knew that they were also 
applicants in today's recruitment. The janitor in the lavatory asked me whether I "had 
finished queuing." After a quick chat with her, I knew that there were a lot of applicants 
showing up that day, and they had to queue up for doing the height measurement test. 
The two girls stood next to me talking to each other. One girl, while looking at herself in 
the mirror, slanted her head to the other girl and asked: “How do you think [of my 
make-up]?" “I think it is fine. How is mine?" "Yours is fine too." A few minutes later, 
they left. While Kitty was applying more cosmetics on her face, she advised me to use 
her blush to put some on my cheeks, since I was only wearing light eye shadow, lipstick, 
and foundation at that time. 
This episode shows the applicants' agency of how they wanted their physical 
appearance "to be seen" by others, which reflects their intention of conforming to the 
relevant flight attendant image in public discourse. When asking Kitty why she wore a 
full make-up on her face一including foundation and face powder, eye-shadows, 
eye-brow color, mascara, blush, and lipstick一she blatantly replied: “How can you be a 
hungje without making yourself pretty?" The folk discourse tells us that "hungje" is a 
beauty icon; this concept intersects with the stereotype of their cosmetic-faces. Recall 
the news article with a picture with the sub-heading "Busy Retouching Cosmetics" in 
the section "Beauty Icon" of Chapter 2. It reported the young female applicants 
"rushing to retouch their cosmetics" in order to make "the image of pretty hungje," 
before entering the interview room. "Being pretty" is accomplished by the use of 
cosmetics, and this has to be done properly in order to give the "right" impression to 
recruiters. For instance, the two girls in the lavatory were asking each other if their 
comments on that recruitment exercise was recorded on the same day. 
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make-up was "fine." This was the same reason why Kitty advised me to put some blush 
on my cheeks, since mine was not "seen" as relevant. At the same time, the action “to 
see,，also happened among the four of us. It was a socializing process for me to learn 
from the relevant faces of the other applicants and to realize the importance of a 
cosmetic-face for a flight attendant applicant. 
A "Pro" Dress Code 
After Kitty finished retouching her make-up, we went to find the queue for doing 
the height measurement test. As we were lining up, other applicants were eyeing us 
since we were newcomers. At the same time, Kitty and I unconsciously looked at the 
queued people ahead of us. Kitty kept making comments on how "this person" was 
dressed, how "that one's" hairstyle was, who looked like a "pro," who looked "casual." 
From Kitty's comments, "pro" meant conforming with the professional dress codes 
including formal suits and high-heel shoes (for females). A couple of female applicants 
fixed their hair in buns and a few of them even wore the "standard" flight attendant 
hair-bun holder一a tortoise shell netting with a ribbon-butterfly一which incidentally 
was the hairstyle Kitty found the most "pro." In stark contrast, some people wore casual 
clothing like t-shirts and jeans, with sneakers or sandals. 
Clearly, the applicants' agency of how they wanted their dressing styles "to be 
seen" by others was shown in this episode. The different dressing styles reflected the 
various degrees of applicants' understanding of the flight attendant occupation as well 
as the diverse backgrounds from which they came from. The applicants who followed a 
‘‘pro” look indicated that they realized and understood the occupation's nature and 
image, and probably had more job-hunting experiences. Their professional dress code 
reflected their intention of conforming themselves to the relevant uniform image of 
flight attendants. In particular, wearing the "standard" flight attendant hair-bun holder 
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revealed the particular female applicant's intention of wanting “to be seen" by others, 
showing that she was able to realize and to conform with the relevant flight attendant 
hairstyle. In contrast, the casual-looking applicants were "seen" to have less 
understanding of the traditional uniform image of flight attendants. Certainly, my 
casual look on that day did not belong to the "pro" sphere. However, by consciously 
"seeing" other applicants' relevant dress styles, I learned to make myself look more like 
a "pro" in the future. 
The Arm-Reach 
It was about our turn to do the height measurement test. Phoenix Air required a 
minimum arm-reach of 212 centimeters. The airline staff had already stuck a piece of 
yellow "post-it" paper on the black marble wall and required applicants to reach it. 
They were allowed to stand on the tip of their toes with their shoes on, but were 
prohibited to jump. Even if the applicants could reach only the lower edge of the paper, 
they still passed. The successful applicants would then receive an official application 
form and a small ticket with a number on it. According to the numbers, they would then 
attend the formal interview on an assigned date.^^ 
Since I could reach the yellow paper, I got an application form and a ticket. After 
me, it was Kitty's turn. However, she could not conform to the required arm-reach 
height. She felt very upset about the result and thought the 212 centimeters arm-reach 
height was too high. “It is really high... I have already straightened my hands [arms to 
reach]...," she said with regret and was rather unwilling to leave the immediate area. 
Instead, she stood behind the examiner at a distance and looked at other applicants' 
trials. She found that some applicants that seemed to be shorter than her could pass the 
39 The Phoenix Air walk-in interview attracted many more people than the airline had anticipated. Since 
the airline could not interview everyone on the same day, they asked the candidates who passed the 
"arm-reach height test" to attend a formal interview on other assigned days. 
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arm-reach test, so she wanted to see how high other applicants could reach the post-it 
paper. 
The "Official" FA Image 
A couple of days after passing the arm-reach test, I attended the individual 
interview in Phoenix Air's Hong Kong office. Since I had "seen" and "learned" from 
other applicants' body image performance of applying facial cosmetics and taking on a 
professional dress code, I wore a formal suit with a full make-up for attending this 
interview. 
While I was waiting in a room for my interview, there were three to four female 
candidates all in formal suits also sitting around. There was a projector showing a video 
about the flight attendants of Phoenix Air, but since the volume was not loud enough, I 
could hardly hear the narration. Within the minutes that I could watch the video, there 
were two female and one male flight attendant performing a "fashion show"—the flight 
attendant "models" were all in neat uniforms, the females particularly with charming 
make-up and tied hair-buns, making poses and doing cat-walk in a long corridor. The 
caption “flight attendant" was written in a white italicized font in the bottom right 
corner. It is unclear why the airline showed this video to the applicants. It seems that it 
was a tool to educate the applicants about the relevant images and behaviors of real 
flight attendants over physical appearance, walking gestures, and standing postures in 
the video. 
Several minutes later, a female recruiter called my name and led me to another 
room. We sat opposite to each other on two sides of a regular table. The recruiter asked 
me to introduce myself followed by a couple of questions, for instance, why I wanted to 
be a flight attendant, what was my expectation of this job, and so on. The interview 
lasted for 10 to 15 minutes. At the end of interview, she told me to wait for the result by 
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phone for three to four weeks. I received no reply until early 2002 and assumed that I 
was not selected to go further with the recruitment. The ethnographic data of Phoenix 
Air's recruitment finishes here. 
Tiger Air Recruitment 
My second participant observation in a flight attendant recruitment occurred in 
Hong Kong in late 2001 as well. It was also a public "walk-in interview." This time I 
attended the entire recruitment without a companion. 
The Arm-Reach 
The first step of the selection process was also the arm-reach test. Applicants were 
required to have a minimum arm-reach of 208 centimeters. Similarly to Phoenix Air, 
the staff of Tiger Air stuck a piece of paper on the wall for applicants to reach. As far as 
I could see, most applicants could pass this height measurement test. The successful 
ones then waited for the first formal interview. 
The Standing Posture 
Each time a group of five applicants would be invited to go into a room for the first 
formal interview. When I was queuing, I noticed that after the applicants finished their 
interviews, they waited outside the room until an airline staff informed which ones 
could go further with the selection process. 
Before my group went inside the room, a staff assigned a number to each of us. 
She told us that there were papers with written numbers placed on the floor, and that we 
had to stand behind the papers according to our assigned numbers. Upon entering the 
room, a group of recruiters were sitting behind a long table, and we stood about eight 
feet away from them. We had nowhere to put away our belongings一each of us had to 
stand holding our bags to introduce ourselves in English for thirty seconds. Acting as an 
7 3 
agent “to see," I consciously “saw，，this recruitment setting and realized that the 
distance between us and the recruiters was far enough for them to observe our entire 
body postures and any bodily movements. Such a setting was a test to see if the 
applicants could maintain graceful standing postures, for example without fidgeting, 
shaking their legs or bags while holding a conversation at the same time. Since I had 
been collecting data on flight attendant recruitment and knew that having "graceful 
gesture/posture" as one of the "expected qualities" for being a good flight attendant in 
Asian airlines (e.g. this quality is officially listed as a job requirement in Eva Air and 
exemplified in the Phoenix Air recruitment), I consciously kept a tight standing posture 
without moving my body or swinging my handbag, in order to make a proper posture 
"to be seen" by recruiters. 
After the interview, we waited outside the room. The staff went inside the room to 
get our results and came out with a piece of paper. It was the moment of receiving the 
judgment. She read from the piece of paper. I heard my name and was told to walk to 
the next room. 
The FA Imaae 
I walked through a door and entered a sitting area. Another staff told me to wait 
until I was called for another interview. After fifteen minutes, four names were called 
and four of us (all females) went to another room. Each of us was assigned a number 
again. The staff gave us instructions of where we could leave our belongings and what 
would be the arrangement of our seats. While we were waiting, the woman who was 
assigned number three asked me: “You look so familiar [to me], are you a hungje?" She 
even turned my body around “to see" me. The other two women also agreed that I 
“looked like a hungje." It turned out that Number Three was currently a FA in Skyhawk. 
We knew this from her self-introduction during the following interview. This episode 
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reflected that my body image on that day was really "seen" to be relevant to the image 
o fhung je , " so that even the real FA found me "familiar" as if I were her "colleague." 
The Sitting Posture 
As we entered the room, we all greeted the recruiters. Then we put down our 
belongings and sat on our assigned chairs. The chairs were placed in the middle of the 
room. Again, we were about eight feet away from the recruiters, who were sitting 
behind a long table. A female recruiter asked us to introduce ourselves in English for 
one minute and then they asked each of us different questions. 
The setting of this room was similar to the pervious one, the only difference being 
that all of us were required to sit down this time as opposed to standing up last time. My 
ability "to see" told me that my sitting posture and any bodily movement could be 
observed easily by the recruiters in such a distance. Therefore, I tried to sit as gracefully 
as I could. My cultural resource of a "graceful sitting posture" appeared in my mind at 
that moment, and it was derived from a movie called "The Princess Diaries" produced 
by Walt Disney Pictures and shown in the summer of 2001. There was a scene of a 
queen teaching a princess how to sit "like a princess"一a princess never sits with legs 
crossed (i.e. one leg on top of the other), but closes her legs and feet, places both feet 
firmly on the floor, as well as straightens her back. My cultural knowledge told me that 
princesses and queens are usually full of grace and elegance in the folklore. So I 
thought that the body posture of a princess is the best role model for one's posture to be 
graceful. During the course of this interview, I was consciously sitting as described 
above in order to make my sitting posture "seen" as graceful as possible. 
In contrast, I observed that the other three women were sitting quite differently: 
the one right next to me, a fresh university graduate, sat with crossed legs; Number 
Three, a current FA of Skyhawk Air, sat with her feet a bit apart from one another; and 
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the last woman, the youngest one in our group, sat with her upper body forward and 
both hands placed on each edge of the chair with her feet apart from one another. 
The "Official" FA Image 
A few days later, I was pleasantly surprised to receive a call from Tiger Air to 
attend a final interview. The airline staff informed me the time, venue, and what items I 
had to bring. More interestingly, she also told me to conform myself to a particular 
dress, hairstyle, and appearance code一how I should prepare my body image for the 
final interview. Our dialogue was as follows: 
Staff: Please wear a short-sleeve shirt without turtleneck, a skirt with the edge 
reaching the knees, and sheer stockings. Also, secure your hair in a bun 
and apply some cosmetics too. If you have a short eyesight problem, you 
must wear contact lenses instead of glasses. 
Me: I am sorry, I cannot tie a ponytail? 
Staff: I see your picture [in the application form], you have long hair, right? You 
are required to secure it into a bun! 
There was no room for any objection. I simply had to follow these codes if I was to 
attend the final interview, in order "to be seen" by the recruiters that I was able to 
conform with the official image code imposed on the final-round candidates. 
Interestingly enough, I found this set of official image codes一regulating every detail 
from the applicants' hairstyle, eye-wear, to the length of skirt and the use of sheer 
stockings一included at least as many body parts as the applicants tried to show (“to be 
seen") the recruiters during all previous interviews. 
On the day of the final interview, I held my hair with a bunholder very commonly 
used by flight attendants. It consisted of a netting and a ribbon-bow, which I had seen 
and learned from previous recruitment exercises as well as the Phoenix Air video. I 
arrived at the venue at the assigned time. An airline staff was checking the candidates' 
identity cards and documents. As I waited for my turn, I noticed that there were posters 
on the wall illustrating what were the "Dos and Don'ts" of Tiger Air's flight attendants 
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regarding their appearances, facial expressions, uniforms, body postures, and so on. A 
red "Good" was written next to the pictures of smiling male and female flight 
attendants, whereas a black "Bad" was next to those without facial expressions 
(non-smiling faces). The posters also showed the "Good" and "Bad" ways to manage 
the hair, nails, shoes, body postures, and other things. In striking resemblance to the 
video showed in the Phoenix Air recruitment, these posters also meant to educate the 
applicants about the official policy on discipline regarding body image and 
performance in Tiger Air (one could argue that it pertained to flight attendants in 
general). Smiling, for instance, was not an official requirement listed in the job 
advertisement. However, in an unofficial way, it was now "officially" made clear to 
every applicant that smiling was "to be seen" as a good quality that was expected from 
the potential flight attendants-to-be. 
The Skin 
It was my turn for my documents to be checked. The female staff also asked me to 
take off my jacket and show my arms to her. I straightened both of my arms on the table, 
she looked at them briefly and told me to turn around so she could also see the backside 
of my arms. Much to my surprise, she was, in fact, scanning the skin condition of my 
arms. 
Remember that the airline staff had told me before, as a final-round candidate, to 
abide by the “dress code" (short-sleeve shirt with no turtleneck, short skirt, and sheer 
stockings)? This dress code enabled the applicant's skin to be sufficiently exposed for 
recruiters “to see" and check whether there were any scars, tattoos, or other marks on 
their skin �o In Skyhawk Air, Stella and Kelly, both of whom have been FAs for five 
40 It was not officially told by the airline that they were going to visually inspect the applicants' skin 
condition. But a couple of Skyhawk Air informants thought that it is a common practice, a check of 
whether the skin has a "clean look" or not. 
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years, said that they had gone through this kind of skin scanning when they applied for 
the position. However, the younger generation from Skyhawk said that they did not 
come across this kind of skin scanning during their recruitments. Nevertheless, Doris, a 
FA for one year and a half, believed that the doctors or nurses might have scanned her 
skin when she took the medical check-up before being officially employed. On the 
other hand, Victoria, another FA for one year and a half, said that until nowadays 
Phoenix Air conducts skin-scanning on its candidates, who are asked to roll up their 
sleeves to show their arms if they are wearing long-sleeve shirts. Skin-scanning is an 
official form of body quality control over the potential flight attendants' arm skin 
condition, to ensure that their skin is "seen" as good enough to perform the service task 
such as distributing meals for passengers in the future. 
The Hairstyle 
After the skin-scanning test, I sat down in a waiting area where some female 
applicants were already sitting. They were either wearing formal suits or with a 
business-casual look. All of them had long hair, secured into a bun. One girl wore the 
same style of hair bun-holder as mine. After the interview, the candidates in my group 
chatted with each other while leaving the interview venue. One girl told me: “In fact, I 
have tried hard to look for it [the hair bun-holder with netting and ribbon-bow], but I 
could not find any!" The girl who also wore a "standard" hair bun-holder told her: “I 
have spent some time looking for it!" This episode demonstrated the candidates' 
consciousness of conforming themselves with the relevant hairstyle performance. In 
fact, all of us were not sure how much wearing a "standard" hair bun-holder would help 
us to get selected. However, we made the best use of our cultural knowledge as agents, 
intending "to be seen" by the recruiters as having the right attitude for the job by trying 
to conform ourselves to the flight attendant image. 
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Body Gestures 
In the final interview, a group of four candidates went into the interview room at a 
time. Each candidate was assigned a number and sat on the respectively numbered chair. 
The interviewer panel contained a group of people sitting behind a long table. Our seats 
were located in the middle of the room and about eight feet away from the recruiters' 
table. As in the previous interviews, I was consciously keeping a graceful sitting 
posture—without crossing my legs—in order “to be seen" by the recruiters that I 
conformed with the hidden expectation over the relevant body posture. 
A role-play was the main content of this final interview. We were told to act as 
flight attendants to serve the "passengers" who were played by two recruiters. We could 
make use of artifacts such as blankets, newspapers, drinks, glasses, napkins, and so on, 
which were already placed on a table. We were called separately to act as a "flight 
attendant" to approach the "passengers" who would then give a problem to be solved. 
One female candidate, Jane (a pseudonym), was posed with a problem of 
communicating with non-English speakers. The "passengers" pretended not being able 
to speak English; instead, they spoke a lot of non-English words to her. However, the 
“flight attendant" did not do any body language to clarify what they wanted. Finally the 
“passengers” made gestures to her. The “flight attendant" guessed that they felt thirsty 
so she brought two cans of soft drink to them. After the interview ended, Jane 
commented on the dilemma she faced during the role-play: 
At this moment, I really wanted to make a lot of gestures to ask what they 
wanted. But I could not make such big movements! Right? [She made a 
gesture implying feeling cold] It is so ugly! [Cantonese original: ‘‘核突”] 
The role-play not only tested the candidates' communication and problem-solving 
skills, but also their body management skills at the same time. During the test, 
candidates' bodies could not be kept in a firm posture as when they were sitting down. 
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Ill contrast, they had to stand up, walk, and move, and their consciousness of keeping a 
graceful posture and gestures might be distracted by other tasks such as getting drinks 
for passengers. In particular, Jane, who was given the problem of communicating with 
non-English speakers was trapped in a dilemma between her consciousness of having 
to keep a graceful posture and gesture and of applying the social knowledge of utilizing 
body language (bodily movements) to communicate non-verbally. Both choices were 
resources to make herself "seen" as a relevant flight attendant, since these two 
resources were traditionally-expected qualities for flight attendants. The former one 
would make her "seen" by recruiters as being able to conform with the expected 
graceful gestures of flight attendants, whereas the latter was also relevant to reflect her 
capacity of solving unpredictable problems. 
Although both choices were resources available to the candidates, they were 
contradictory to each other. In this role-play episode, if Jane chose to reflect her 
problem-solving skills, she would likely have had to make as many bodily movements 
as possible to solve the given communication problem. However, this would expose her 
to the risk of making "ugly" gestures, as she mentioned after the interview, which 
completely clashed with her conscious intention of keeping the expected graceful 
gestures during the interview. As an agent, she realized the existence of both resources 
and their contradiction. Eventually, she chose not to take any risk with any "ugly" 
gesture; therefore, she simply waited for the pseudo-passengers to make gestures to her. 
Nevertheless, it was unclear if Tiger Air paid more attention to a candidate's 
consciousness of keeping a graceful performance, her problem-solving skill, or placed 
equal emphasis on both resources, as the criteria of selecting a candidate. Finally, Jane 
was put on the reserve list but was not hired in the end. 
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Pre-Emplovment Briefing 
Finally, I attended the pre-employment briefing. During the briefing, a Tiger Air 
manager revealed the meaning of the settings in the recruitment exercise and officially 
explained the qualities expected from flight attendants-to-be in the coming training 
course. The manager said: 
We [Tiger Air] have a conservative attitude towards flight attendants... 
During the training, you cannot cross your legs to sit! Because it is an 
impolite behavior. But I saw that most of you crossed your legs during the 
interviews... [Also, during the training, you must] straighten your back and 
cannot dye your hair. Our instructors are very strict. We emphasize on your 
learning and work attitudes. If you pass the training, but your attitude is 
terrible, we will lay you off... [emphasis mine" 
The manager made it clear that he (in fact, probably all recruiters) consciously 
observed the sitting posture of candidates during the interviews. This official statement 
proved that the requirement of having a graceful posture and gesture performance was 
intentionally hidden in the job advertisement and unspokenly evaluated throughout the 
interview settings. These included the distance between recruiters and applicants 
during interviews, which was far away enough for the former “to see" the latter，s 
postures, as well as the role-play test. 
His claim also blatantly showed that the airline emphasized on the selected 
candidates' capacity to conform with the "conservative" and "strict" discipline over 
their bodily movements (e.g. cannot cross the legs while sitting and must sit with a 
straightened back) and image management (e.g. cannot dye the hair). More importantly, 
the selected candidates have "to be seen" by the instructors to have these capacities 
during the training and afterwards; otherwise, they would be punished with 
unemployment. Therefore, these capacities are officially regarded as a standard of the 
right work and learning attitudes for flight attendants in this airline. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has shown that the qualities which the airlines expect from flight 
attendant applicants are more than what were listed in the recruitment advertisements. 
There are other hidden yet traditional qualities pertaining to the physical appearance 
and emotional and behavioral performances that are prevailingly expected from the 
applicants. These qualities can be exemplified by the official statement from Tiger 
Air's manager in the pre-employment briefing, the Phoenix Air video, and the posters 
and strategic settings and practices in Tiger Air's recruitment. The video and posters 
were tools to educate the applicants about the importance of “well-groomed 
appearances" and "graceful gestures and postures" since they are the airlines' "frontline 
staff’ who have to "stand outside" (Carol's words) to deal with customers most directly. 
Also, the Tiger Air manager's statement proved the existence of these expectations and 
translated them into job requirements that prescribed the workers' self-discipline and 
their "work and learning attitudes." 
On the other hand, applicants had to be aware of the recruitment settings and 
practices and carry out the most applicable, calculated conducts to deal with them. For 
instance, they had to package themselves in aspects of physical appearance and 
emotional and behavioral performances in order "to be seen" conforming to the 
traditional flight attendant image. Some applicants were able to conform themselves 
with the relevant images by utilizing the resources, such as the social knowledge of the 
personal service nature of the occupation and the socialized experiences of how the 
relevant flight attendant face and hairstyle should look like. Although their agency can 
make themselves as the desirable candidates for the job, their behaviors as well as the 
airlines，image code which consistently emphasized on selected feminine 
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characteristics such as pretty appearance and graceful gestures, demonstrated that they 
helped to reinforce the feminization of the flight attendant occupation. 
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Chapter 4. Creating an Appropriate Marketable Image 
This chapter unravels how Skyhawk Air and its flight attendants appropriate a 
marketable image together. This is done through training courses and discipline in 
aspects of everyday behavior, emotions, and body image performances. Both written 
and unwritten labor regulations will be examined. 
In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1984) illustrates how power disciplines a 
“docile body" which is a "subjected, practiced, and useful" body for serving the 
interests of power. He explains that the body has long been utilized as an "object and 
target of power" in human history. A body can be "manipulated, shaped, [and] trained" 
in order to “obey, respond, become skillful, and increase its [productive] forces" to 
serve the power's well being (1984:180). Foucault also illustrates that one method to 
produce a docile body is through "discipline," which "makes [shapes] individuals" 
through "hierarchical observation," “normalizing judgment," and "examination" 
(1984:188). 
Drawing upon Foucault's notion of the making of a docile body, this chapter 
explores how Skyhawk Air produces useful FA bodies to promote its marketable image 
with a profit-seeking motive. This investigation reflects that the airline creates the 
disciplined and mechanized-smiling images of FAs by regulating their behaviors and 
emotions, and making a very rigid set of sexually-dichotomized gender images of 
workers as men and women by standardizing their body image. 
On the other hand, the chapter also explores how FAs, who act as agents, 
strategically interact with the symbolic codes imposed on them. By utilizing their 
cultural and social knowledge about the service nature of the occupation and the 
mainstream gender and sexuality concepts of the society, they actively probe the 
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boundaries created by the labor policies of what they are willing to accept or not. 
Therefore, the chapter first illustrates "body politics"—the power relationship that 
occurs between the airline management and flight attendants over the ownership of 
their bodies, particularly as pertained to their emotional and body image performances. 
Then, it examines the "gender politics" surrounding the intertwining relationship 
between the two parties, the conventional gender concepts of the appropriate body 
image of women and men in the mainstream Hong Kong society, as well as the 
influence of capitalism to utilize women's body and sexuality for profit seeking. 
The Training Course 
This section briefly describes the contents of the training course that Skyhawk Air 
provides for its new FA recruits. It reflects what qualities the airline considers 
appropriate for flight attendants to work in the cabins and how they are shaped through 
Foucault's disciplinary methods of "hierarchical observation" and "examination" 
during the training course. Due to the lack of official data and failed attempts at 
ethnographic observation of the training, the discussion is based on my informants' 
memory of their training experiences. Since training has been done some time ago, this 
memory may be simplified and/or idealized. It serves primarily as an indication of what 
happened to FAs after they were recruited and before they formally worked in aircraft 
cabins. 
After being selected by Skyhawk Air, the new recruiters become FA trainees and 
must attend an initial training course for seven weeks. Male trainees are generally fewer 
than females. There were a total of 23 trainees in David's class, and only five of them 
were men. The number of males was the same for Ken's class. But he knew that some 
classes contained only three to four men. Trainees first attend an orientation, scheduled 
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on the first and second days of the training, in which they are given a tour ofSkyhawk's 
Hong Kong office, and are taught the company's mission. 
The next two days are a grooming course known as Charm School. The trainees 
learn to do skin care treatments and apply cosmetics on their faces properly. Both men 
and women have to learn skin care treatments, but are separated during the portion of 
the course pertaining to the application of make-up. While the female trainees attend 
the make-up lesson, the males are assigned to do other things. For instance, they are 
asked to collect information about the airline and then make a presentation to the class, 
or they get another tour of the airline's office so as to become more familiarized with 
the company. The female trainees are required to groom well, including make-up, 
hairstyle, clothing, and so on, for attending the remainder of the training. Also, the 
instructors grade female trainees on whether they can make charming faces at the end 
of Charm School, and their overall grooming一from hairstyle and faces down to 
nails—is checked everyday for the remainder of the training course. 
After the two-day grooming course, all trainees are taught aircraft safety for two 
weeks. The first thing to learn is to be brave in the water. Then, they learn the different 
features of all aircraft types that Skyhawk operates, especially the emergency 
equipment on the planes. They also learn first aid. The next two weeks are classes on 
customer service. This part includes business communication skills, interpersonal 
relationship skills, and procedures of service provision in both short- and long-haul 
flights (i.e. distribution of different materials, drinks, meals, etc.). The trainees also 
learn appropriate manners for customer service, with an emphasis of offering smiling 
faces while providing service to passengers. For example, they practice how to make 
in-flight announcements "with a smile." 
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After that, trainees revise what they have learned in the safety and service courses, 
and finally take examinations on all required subjects in the end of the training. After 
passing the examinations, trainees become qualified FAs and start their flying life in 
Skyhawk Air. 
Through "hierarchical observation" and "examination" in the strict training course, 
FA trainees become "subjected" bodies that are trained and transformed into useful and 
skillful bodies for the airline's use. The trainee bodies are taught and then examined on 
their acquired knowledge of aircraft safety and emergency-solving skill in order to see 
how well trained they are. They are also trained on the knowledge of customer service, 
in which a well-groomed body image and smile performance are essential. The 
"subjected" trainee bodies are thus under a "hierarchical observation" by the airline's 
instructors, to see whether they can perform appropriately through strict exercises and 
everyday check-ups. The training course, especially Charm School, reflects the 
importance that the airline places on the presentation of well-controlled femininity and 
well-trained employees, ultimately for profit-seeking. 
Even after equipping themselves with the appropriate flight attendant qualities 
from the training course, the workers continue on to be under quality control by sets of 
written and unwritten labor regulations in their work life. 
Image Management at Work 
The following data on Skyhawk's written regulations are originally derived from 
the airline's dress and deportment labor handbook provided by my informants. In order 
to protect the airline's identity anonymous, the regulations were deliberately rephrased. 
The labor handbook is a means to educate the employees with the airline's 
"normalized judgment" on the relation between the importance of a marketable image 
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and the success of the airline's business. As Cockburn stresses that in the capitalist 
labor market, workers' sexuality, bodies, as well as emotions "enter into [an 
organizational] ... life and labor process" (1991:150, cited in Adkins 1995:50), 
companies seek a maximum profit through the utilization and proper control of these 
human elements. In line with this, Skyhawk's labor handbook officially states that FAs 
are an essential asset for the airline to provide quality in-flight service for customers, 
and that customers are in turn able to tell how good the company's service is through 
interacting with the staff both through words and facial expressions. These claims 
justify the need for quality control on the FAs，interaction performances with the 
customers in order to sustain the airline's reputation and profit. Thus, Skyhawk imposes 
three significant image management codes on FAs, which are the behavioral, emotional, 
and body image management. The following sections analyze these three forms of 
management. 
Behavioral Management 
This section investigates how the airline's written and unwritten regulations on 
worker behavior and the uniform code work together to produce disciplined human 
bodies to serve the interests of power~promote and preserve the company's reputation 
as well as generate a profit in this service industry. Skyhawk claims from the labor 
handbook that the public can judge the airline's reputation by FAs，behaviors. 
Therefore, they are required to conduct themselves in a good manner whenever in 
uniforms in order to maintain the airline's image. There are four prime regulations 
officially stated in the handbook: 
1. FAs are not allowed to have any alcoholic beverage whenever in uniform; otherwise, 
they will be given a severe penalty. 
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2. Smoking is prohibited when FAs are wearing uniforms. They are also advised to 
rinse their mouths with fresheners after smoking. 
3. FAs should not chew or eat anything within the public and passengers' view while 
wearing uniforms. They are advised to eat behind a closed curtain in the aircraft 
cabin. 
4. FAs are advised to avoid talking and laughing loudly, whispering, and shouting 
within the public and passengers' sight and hearing range. 
Skyhawk's FAs are generally "self-normalized" with the importance of keeping 
themselves in a good manner when wearing uniforms. Self-normalization takes place 
through self-scrutinizing, self-sanctioning, self-disciplining, and so on. Their agency 
tells them that when their bodies are in uniforms, they belong to the company. Monica 
said: 
We need to keep our company's image. Once we wear uniforms, we are 
representing the company. When I wear a uniform to go to work, I maintain a 
good image for the company. I have an etiquette that I don't talk about 
company issues in the public area. 
Informants commonly think that they are image ambassadors for the airline, and 
believe that preserving the company's reputation is a paramount duty of the profession. 
Any bad behaviors will directly damage the reputation of the company. The reason for 
the airline to apply strict behavioral regulations on FAs is to ensure that they refrain 
from any behaviors which can ruin the airline's reputation; at the same time, the airline 
can create a very elegant and graceful image of itself through its FAs. This is why they 
are not allowed to talk and laugh loudly in public, since these behaviors are not 
considered good etiquette for elegant people in the public discourse. Likewise, smoking 
and drinking alcoholic beverages are also demeaned as bad and unhealthy human 
conducts, so that FAs are required to refrain from these within the public's view, in 
order to create a clean and healthy image for themselves as well as for the airline. 
In addition, when FAs wear uniforms, not only their public conduct and behavior 
are put under control, but also their basic human survival needs such as eating are 
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governed by the airline as well. The dining regulation above intends to produce a 
mechanized human body which is "ideal" to carry out infinite work in the capitalist 
society. A machine does not need to eat. This notion refers to the regulation in which 
FAs can only eat behind closed curtains一away from public view and scrutiny. This 
implies that FAs cannot show their human needs in front of the public, since they are 
"machines" that belong to the company. This regulation also prevents FAs from looking 
messy and dirty while they eat, like dropping food or eating with their mouths open, 
and therefore helps to maintain an elegant image of the airline through its FAs. 
Furthermore, informants said that there are a number of unwritten regulations 
besides those in the handbook. For instance, they are taught by word of mouth that they 
must go home immediately after work; they are prohibited to carry their luggage around, 
especially to go to a "wet food market.”彳丨 It seems that the regulation tries to uphold the 
marketable image of a FA as being an elegant and pretty “lady,，，which is opposite to the 
image of the common "housewife" who is seen carrying around heavy plastic bags full 
of groceries from the food market. This is why the airline normalizes the FAs with the 
judgment that it is not good to go to the wet market because it will “spoil the company's 
image." These regulations also govern the FAs，activities after work, reflecting that 
they are required to carry the identity of “flight attendant" while commuting to and 
from work, and that they are not allowed to do any other private activity while carrying 
this identity. 
The behavioral regulations above imply that whenever the workers are wearing 
uniforms, either going to work, during work, or after work, they are in fact always 
working—the duty being to uphold the company's reputation by keeping themselves 
41 "Wet food market," original "gaai si'h"(街市）in Cantonese. It is a typical kind of food market in Hong 
Kong that normally has a wet and dirty floor and poor air circulation. Therefore, it is considered a dirty 
environment that would degrade the clean and elegant image of flight attendants. 
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with a proper style and attitude while avoiding any bad behavioral conducts. Foucault's 
(1984) concept of Panoptic normalization is working here. The uniforms, replacing 
human surveillance, provide the "hierarchical observation" and become a "Panopticon" 
which creates a self-regulating discourse on the workers' mentality, telling themselves 
that they belong to the company whenever they are in uniforms. Thus, it is their duty to 
self-regulate their physical appearance, personal smoking and drinking conducts, their 
survival (eating) needs, and social activities. Therefore, the airline's uniforms and 
written and unwritten regulations work together to produce disciplined and useful 
bodies to promote and maintain the company's reputation in the service industry and in 
the public discourse. 
Paradoxically, while the airline creates the disciplined and mechanized image of 
FAs through self-regulation of their behaviors and suppression of their human needs, it 
requires them at the same time to provide a humanized service一the constant and 
never-ending supply of smiles and pleasant feelings from their ‘‘hearts.’’ The next 
section will examine the emotional management by Skyhawk, and the contradiction of 
requiring humanized smile performance from workers within a dehumanized emotional 
control system. 
Emotional Management 
The emotion of FAs is another main aspect that is carefully managed by Skyhawk 
in the process of service production for its capitalist profit-seeking motive. This section 
first investigates what qualities of emotional performance are taught to and expected 
from FAs by the airline. Then, it discusses the methods of quality control of their smile 
provision. Finally, it accounts for three situations in which FAs find difficulty in 
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keeping their smiles and illustrates how they act as agents to strategically interact with 
the emotional code at work. 
Teaching the Essence of "Heart" 
Through the airline's "normalizing judgment" on the relation between the 
significance of smiles and positive attitude to customers and the success of the airline's 
business, FAs understand the need to provide smiles and have a positive attitude at 
work for the sake of the company's prosperity and their own job security. According to 
the airline handbook, the airline believes that only service can differentiate an airline 
from its competitors. On the one hand, competition between airlines to attract 
customers based strictly on ticket price is difficult due to the basically high cost of 
operation of each airline; on the other hand, competition based on better in-flight 
facilities, such as personal televisions and fine food, may not be sufficient because 
these can be easily caught up by other airlines. Thus, Skyhawk emphasizes that only the 
delivery of superior service can win customer loyalty to the airline. Since the airline has 
received customers' comments on its FAs, who were found "too impersonal" as if 
robots were "processing" the service, it wants its FAs to be more "humanistic" in 
service delivery. Hence, the airline teaches its workers to provide service coming out 
‘‘from their hearts." Indeed, it is the airline's philosophy. Peggy explained how to 
provide service "from the heart:" 
We are taught to provide service from the heart. For instance, if you see a 
passenger not feeling well, you have to show him or her XhdiXyour concern to 
him or her comes genuinely from your heart [Italics mine]. 
The workers' responses to customers, which are shown as emotionally genuine, such as 
showing concern, are regarded as service "from the heart." Indeed, both Eastern and 
Western classical philosophies refer to the human heart as the source of humanity, 
where genuine human benevolence and emotions come from; it is the heart that makes 
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compassion, happiness, sadness, and so on possible. Although modern science 
discovered that it is the brain instead of the heart that controls human emotion, Chinese 
culture, in particular, is accustomed to make a correlation between the heart and 
humanity. Even nowadays there are curses saying that a person "has no heart and liver" 
(Chinese original: ‘‘無心肝，,）and that one's "heart and intestine are not good" (Chinese 
original: “心腸不好”).These do not mean that the person's heart and other organs are 
unhealthy, but that one has no humanity or human benevolence. Therefore, Skyhawk 
promotes its philosophy of service “from the heart," implying that its workers carry 
humanity and genuine human emotions to interact with customers. Humanistic FAs win 
loyal customers. 
The prime method for workers to display humanity is to show their "smiling 
faces.” Hochschild suggests that "the omnipresent smile," implies that "the flight 
attendant is friendly, helpful, and open to requests" (1983:93). Surely, these are good 
characteristics of humanity. In her observation of Delta Airlines' training course for 
flight attendants, she describes how the instructors "constantly reminded" the trainees 
to smile: "Really work on your smiles. Your smile is your biggest asset—use it" 
(1983:104-105). She added that "their own job security and the company's profit rode 
on a smiling face" (1983:104). Skyhawk's FAs are also self-normalized with the 
significance of smiles in the service industry, and some even give a smiling face a 
higher priority than a pretty face in this occupation. Doris said: 
Smile is of paramount importance in the concept of service. Basically, no 
matter if you are pretty or not, you must be able to smile [Italics mine]. 
Peggy also believed that: 
If you do not smile, you cannot take this job一it is a job that you have to show 
a smiling face to passengers [Italics mine]. 
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Although Skyhawk requires FAs to offer a humanized service from their hearts, 
the methods of asking them to do so and the quality control system are in fact 
dehumanized. First, in order to show their smiles to customers, FAs are taught to 
repress all "negative feelings" and forge a "positive attitude" inside their hearts before 
leaving home for work. Having a "positive attitude" towards in-flight work means that 
they cannot carry their "negative feelings" to work. Carol explained what is expected 
from FAs: 
You cannot bring your negative emotions to the aircraft... You have to show 
people that you are pleasant. You have to smile. These are very basic 
[requirements:. 
For the sake of passengers' safety and of providing the most exclusive humanized 
service, the airline requires its crewmembers, i.e. pilots and flight attendants, to report 
for duty always in a good psychological state. Sometimes crewmembers find 
themselves having a psychological problem and they think they may not be qualified to 
work at all. Stella has self-normalized with the importance of having a positive attitude 
to maintain good customer service: 
Say, you have a family problem. You may have difficulty [to work]. Since 
you feel terrible, you may not be able to control your temper, then you had 
better to report sick [and take a leave]. 
Skyhawk allows its crewmembers to report sick by showing either a medical proof or a 
self-certificate of a psychological problem. 
The emotional management for FAs is double-sided and contradictory. On the one 
hand, the airline urges FAs to repress all negative emotions once they start their duty; on 
the other hand, they are urged to forge all positive and pleasant attitudes for work. This 
is indeed a dehumanized emotional control system because it denies genuine human 
emotions, such as sadness and depression, although these are usually considered 
negative. In short, since the pleasant and smiling emotional performance is marketable 
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as shown from the airline's research conducted among its customers, Skyhawk can win 
and maintain loyalty and business from customers through the presentation of 
well-controlled emotions by FAs. The next section further investigates the 
dehumanized methods of quality control on FAs，smiles through "hierarchical 
observation" at work. 
Quality Control on Workers' Smiles 
This part explores the airline's methods to discipline FAs，emotional performance 
in order to sustain the airline's promise of smile delivery to customers. This quality 
control is generally accomplished through "hierarchical observation"一pursers 
maintain a surveillance over the juniors' emotional performance in flight一as well as 
through a labor performance grading system called “Crew Performance Profile" (CPP 
in short). 
All informants find that their facial expressions are constantly under surveillance, 
and they have all heard stories of how colleagues were caught and scolded by pursers 
for their non-smiling faces. Rachel had such an experience when she started working at 
Skyhawk: 
The “elder sister" [Cantonese original: “阿姐,，，referring to the "purser"]^^ 
actually stands behind you and checks whether you have smiled! When I 
initially started working here, I have encountered that [situation]. The “elder 
brother" [Cantonese original: “阿哥,，，the male FA who was senior to Rachel 
here]43 told me when I was in the galley: "The elder sister has asked me [the 
male FA] whether you have smiled outside [the galley, in the cabin] before?" 
You see, they really check on you! 
Since pursers' surveillance of FAs' facial expressions is usually done without prior 
warning, FAs are forced to keep smiling at all times. If they are caught not smiling, not 
42 "Elder sister," original "aje"(阿姐）in Cantonese. It is an emic term used by junior FAs in Skyhawk to 
address their senior female colleagues and cabin pursers. 
43 "Elder brother," original "a go"(阿哥)in Cantonese. It is an emic term used by junior FAs in Skyhawk 
to address their senior male colleagues and cabin pursers. 
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only may they receive a warning from the purser, but also a bad record in their 
performance files. 
Pursers assess FAs utilizing the “Crew Performance Profile" (CPP). There are four 
items in the profile: service excellence, team work, self-presentation, and business 
awareness. After every single flight, cabin pursers grade each FA's performance 
according to these four items from 1 (lowest grade) to 5 (highest grade). The grades are 
accumulated over time and become a vital resource for their promotion. FAs are 
notified of their grades on a monthly basis by the company. Smiling is an integral part 
of the item “service excellence" in CPP, so that pursers actively undertake surveillance 
towards their subordinates' facial expressions. 
There is no double standard on smile check-up between genders in Skyhawk. Male 
FAs, facial expressions are checked by pursers as well. Leo said: 
I am not a person who always smiles. I neither smile largely nor frequently. I 
only smile slightly. I only do my own way... I have come across a purser who 
asked me to smile more. That's OK, I smiled more then. 
Ken believes that smiling is the issue that is most frequently reminded by pursers to 
juniors. "Men and women are the same." He also had such an experience of a purser's 
surveillance on his emotional performance: 
I was picked by a purser who reminded me to smile more, saying: "Ken, carry 
more smiles on your face" [Ken imitated how his purser said this to him with 
a smile during the interview]. Pursers usually say it this way [to juniors]. 
Under such emotional quality control systems, FAs must always keep on 
smiling—implying that they have a positive attitude and are "friendly, helpful, and 
open to requests" (Hochschild 1983:93). However, such a system is dehumanized 
because it denies workers of having spontaneous emotions, but obliges them to 
mechanize their feelings in a positive way. 
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In fact, based on informants' statements that they would be warned by pursers for 
not smiling, we can find that there is a contradiction between what FAs emphasize on 
the importance of smiles in this occupation and what they practically do at work. Even 
though the airline emphasizes on the significance of smiling to give customers a 
"humanistic" traveling experience, there are times when the staff are unable to make a 
smile. The next section accounts for three situations in which FAs commonly find 
difficulty in keeping their smiles. 
Smile War: Keeping Smiles in Difficult Times 
FAs are anticipated to keep smiling continuously at work. However, there are 
some difficult times in which they are hardly able to smile genuinely and constantly as 
the airline expects. Under the dehumanized emotional control system, the delivery of a 
"humanized" smile, which is expected to come from the heart, becomes problematic. 
The smile comes out either reluctantly or even fake, and becomes an art of 
self-emotional control by the social agents. 
Tina, a FA with one year and a half of work experience, works in another Asian 
airline which mainly operates short-haul flights."^^ Since every round-trip is short, Tina 
may work more than one round-trip a day. Here is her experience in serving more than 
one set of customers everyday while having the expected constant smile: 
It is very tough. You welcome the guests, bid them goodbye, and then 
welcome [another set of] guests and bid them goodbye again, always with a 
smile. At the end of the day, the muscles in the corners of the mouth are in 
great pain. It is very tough. Sometimes you are reluctant to smile. Some [FAs 
find the work so hard that they] cry... [But] the smile is very important in the 
service industry. You cannot “blacken your face ” to passengers, even when 
your smile is fake, or reluctant [Italics mine]. 
Tina's experience reflects that long working hours make it difficult for FAs to 
continuously smile at work, especially as it is expected that they maintain their smiles 
44 Tina was interviewed in mid-June 2001, in Hong Kong. 
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no matter how long the flight is or what time passengers board or leave the plane. 
However, Tina's "Panopticon" and normalized knowledge tell her that "the smile is 
very important in the service industry," and although "it is tough" to smile, she must 
"always smile." In this case, she chose not to smile genuinely but to reluctantly fake a 
smile. 
FAs also find that keeping a smile during rush times, such as distributing meals in 
short-haul flights, is a difficult task. Victoria said: 
Working in short-haul flights is really hell. If you work [such as distributing 
meals] too slowly, the purser may scold you and passengers may complain 
too... Meanwhile, if you do not smile and are caught by the purser, she may 
scold you. So, when we are serving passengers, our actions must be fast, and 
we have to control our emotions too. 
Victoria's experience reflects a very paradoxical picture: the smile is always a sign of 
the emotion of joy. However, the moment of speeding up to serve passengers gives 
pressure to FAs in addition to the pressure of possibly being scolded by pursers and 
receiving complaints from passengers, so that FAs are in fact full of stress. Nevertheless, 
their normalized knowledge of the importance of smiling in this profession and their 
unpleasant experience of being scolded by pursers tell them that if they do not speed up 
and smile at the same time, they may get into "trouble," so that they had better to 
choose to forcefully keep a smile during rush times. 
Passengers also make it difficult for FAs to keep a pleasant emotion. Doris 
commented that she feels difficulty to smile genuinely to passengers when they request 
extras during busy times: 
Sometimes you are dead busy with something, but passengers keep 
requesting this thing and that from you, which causes a lot of trouble for you. 
So you may not open your heart to smile to them. However, you cannot 
blacken your face, you have to smile. So this smile is not from the heart. Of 
course, the best smile is from the heart [Italics mine". 
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Serving passengers is the paramount duty for FAs, however passengers are sometimes 
the very source of stress in FAs’ work. 
From how FAs described their experiences in keeping a smile during difficult 
times, even though it seems that they “are forced" to do so by their "Panopticon" and 
normalized knowledge of the need to smile in this profession, in principle they are 
given the choice to smile or not. Giddens (1984) finds individuals' self-routinized 
behaviors as a strategy to sustain self-security. Therefore, by understanding the 
importance of smiling in the service industry, and particularly, realizing the 
consequences of not giving smiles, in which they would be scolded by pursers and 
given a bad record in CPP, FAs utilize their agency to remain smiling. 
There are two other reasons why FAs choose to smile when they do not feel like. 
First, they realize that a smiling face can bring about a better working environment not 
only for themselves but also for the entire crew. Besides, smiling can help them receive 
less trouble from passengers. Alice summarized these points:*; 
If someone doesn't smile, he/she will affect the whole work atmosphere in 
flight... We cannot be rude to passengers too. Sometimes it becomes very 
hard to keep smiling, but at least it makes my job easier: my customers will 
not complain to me, pursers will not either. 
Many informants agree that a harmonious in-flight work atmosphere depends on 
the mutually positive and pleasant attitude towards work among crewmembers. Since 
the crew composition of FAs is different in every round-trip, tensions in interpersonal 
relationships may emerge among colleagues who are not familiarized with one another 
(see Chapter 5 for a more detailed discussion on the relationship between co-workers). 
Thus, FAs believe that positive attitude towards one another is a critical source to create 
harmony. Peggy said: “If all members on that flight are happy, you are usually happy 
Alice has been a FA for three years at the time when she was interviewed in mid-July 2001, in Hong 
Kong. 
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too.” FAs understand that this occupation is a people-oriented work that requires “some 
handling of other people's feelings and our own" (Hochschild 1983:11). One's 
emotional performance will cause an inter-reflection on one another. Nevertheless, 
having such attitude is sometimes an artificial facial performance, a result of emotional 
management. Rachel said: 
Always say "thank you, thank you," always be nice to people [co-workers]. 
In fact, it is very fake. You always say "thank you" with a big smile for 
everything [Italics mine . 
Although Rachel thinks that the pleasant attitude towards colleagues is sometimes fake, 
she believes that FAs will continue doing it because they know that the smile is a useful 
tool to maintain a nice work atmosphere for the whole team. Therefore, appearing to be 
happy, smiling at each other, and saying "magic words" such as "thank you" are an 
integral part of the art of emotional management. 
According to Alice, the smile is a weapon for FAs to lessen passengers' 
complaints and negative attitude on them, and it "makes the job easier." As Carol said: 
“If we are unhappy and blacken our faces, passengers will know. They may give 
feedback such as making complaints to us." Thus, in order to stay away from trouble, 
FAs must hide their "selves" and perform what passengers generally like, the smiling 
faces. Doris also believes that "a smile is helpful for every bad situation." She 
explained: 
A smile is of paramount importance in the concept of service... Even in a 
situation when you run out of something that the passenger requests, the 
possibility for you to get in trouble is less. A smile is helpful in every bad 
situation. 
Hochschild illustrates that the strategy for female service workers to lessen the trouble 
from customers and at the same time to improve their lower status as compared to the 
latter in the asymmetric relationship between these two parties, is to act as "supportive 
mothers" or "sexually desirable mates" (1983:180-182). She believes that the motherly 
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quality helps the female workers win respect from both female and male customers, 
while the sexual attractiveness quality helps to "gain favors" especially from the male 
ones. Thus, since the smile is a culturally-constructed feature of femininity (as 
discussed in the section "Agents of Smile" in Chapter 2), smiling often enhances the 
cultural implication of the female worker as a "woman"—no matter whether she is 
perceived as a smiling and caring mother or as a smiling and seductive sex 
mate—which helps her win respect and gain credits from customers, and hence lessen 
the possibility of receiving trouble. Therefore, the informants find that when they smile 
more to passengers, passengers will feel in turn that "you respect them" and that "your 
service is great." Thus, the passengers will feel satisfied with the FAs' work and cause 
less trouble to them. 
As a matter of fact, these smiling faces sometimes result from the art of emotional 
management if FAs find difficulty in smiling genuinely from their hearts. Peggy said: 
Faced with troublesome passengers, who request you to get this thing and 
that thing, you may smile to them on the surface, but you will say "Such a 
troublesome guy! Trouble! Trouble!" in the bottom of the heart. 
On the other hand, some informants claimed that they would not smile, and would 
even blacken their faces to passengers if they found themselves unable to smile. Doris 
said she has met "some hungje who blackened their faces to passengers." She 
commented: "Well, it is their emotion; they are showing emotion from their hearts, 
right?，, Peggy and Iris also said it is difficult to smile to "hundreds of passengers." If 
they "cannot stand smiling," they "will not smile:" 
Pursers require you to be very nice and always smile to passengers. But, 
sometimes they [passengers] are very troublesome. If I cannot stand smiling, 
I will not smile! [Aren't you afraid of being scolded by pursers?] I don't care. 
You are not able to smile then you don't want to smile. Why should I ill-treat 
myself? [Peggy's words 
When you are suffering [from the work demands], but at the same time 
passengers are unstoppably bothering you, you just don't feel like smiling to 
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them since you have already been in a bad mood. I will not smile then. Some 
pursers understand that you are suffering. [Ids' words" 
The above discussion on the smile requirement shows that FAs' recognition of the 
importance of smiling and the advantages and pressures which result from their smiling 
or non-smiling faces, contribute to the institutionalization of emotional management in 
this occupation. However, such emotional control code is not always accepted without 
contestation. FAs, as social agents, examine the in-flight situation, the co-presence of 
people, and the different consequences, to choose whether they should “really smile 
from their hearts," “pretend to smile," or "not smile at all." 
Peggy said that if she comes across a passenger who is not feeling well, she would 
show genuine concern to him or her. However, when FAs, workload becomes very 
heavy or they are so busy and in a rush, so that it becomes impossible to sustain smiles 
at the same time, they became reluctant to smile and may even fake the smiles一they 
will fake it because they are conscious from prior experiences of the advantages and 
disadvantages that would result from their facial expressions. Furthermore, in order to 
maintain harmonious relationships among crewmembers, FAs constantly smile, 
knowing at the same time that these smiles are not always genuine. In fact, FAs are 
doing what Hochschild calls "surface acting"一they "act as if they have feeling" 
(1983:37). However, in extreme cases, FAs said that they would blacken their faces 
when they feel that smiling is unbearable due to the circumstances. They dare to do so 
because, at that moment, they put their individual interests over work一"Why should I 
ill-treat myself?" (Peggy's words), or "Well, it is their [FAs，] emotion... right?" (Doris' 
words). They care about their own emotions and find that their well-being is more 
important than the company's interests within the context of unbearable emotional 
moments. In some case, they choose not to smile because they realize that some pursers 
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understand that they are suffering from the work demands and might not hold it against 
them. 
In short, although a smiling face has become an institution in the in-flight service 
industry in which airlines put great effort to control the workers' emotions well for the 
capitalist profit-seeking motive, FAs act as agents who know how to negotiate these 
constraints with their agency of contextualizing the consequences of whether to 
produce a smile and how to produce it. 
Body Image Management 
We are packaged to be very beautiful, very elegant, and very confident. The 
meaning of 'beauty' is that your look has to be very neat~your make-up has 
to be sharp, up to standard that it cannot be too thin, such as you are required 
a red lip. Your hair has to be very tidy; all hair is gelled and sticks to the head, 
no 'baby-hair' can come out. 
This is how Peggy describes how the "standard" look of FAs should be in Skyhawk Air. 
Her description shows that the bodies are broken into pieces to be packaged and 
remedied properly with different kinds of artifacts so as to achieve the airline's 
appropriate image of "beauty." This beauty code reflects the airline's capitalist motive 
of making its frontline staff "sexually desirable mates" to seek a maximum number of 
full-fare-paying business travelers, many of whom are male, through the presentation 
of well-controlled sexuality and bodies. The following section will analyze the body 
image code imposed on FAs, which creates the sexually-dichotomized gender images 
of them as men and women according to the mainstream gender concepts of the 
patriarchal system, showing that the construction of workers' image is somehow 
restricted within the particular cultural rule. The data described below is derived from 
the employees' dress and deportment handbook provided by my informants. 
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Practicing Sexually-Dichotomized Gender Images 
Under the Western cultural notion towards gender, there are merely "two" 
genders一men and women一that are “officially recognized" (Mohanty 1991). 
Ingraham (1999) suggests that the institutionalization of "compulsory heterosexuality" 
constitutes "the standard for legitimate and expected social and sexual relations" in the 
capitalist patriarchal society (1999:17). It also naturalizes the "imaginary" of two 
sexualities一masculinity and femininity一representing two dichotomized body images 
of men and women in the society (1999:16-19). 
Skyhawk's body image code reflects the sexually-dichotomized gender images of 
FAs. First, it can be found that there is absolutely short hair for men and either long or 
short hair for women; men cannot have long hair一it cannot pass the collar of the shirt 
and the sideburns cannot go below the earlobes. Meanwhile, women with long hair are 
required to secure their hair in buns instead of ponytails. The short hair rule for men 
reflects on the airline's intention of distancing the gender images between men and 
women. Referring to Ingraham’s notion of the socially legitimate masculinity, short 
hair reflects the working, tough, and serious images of the male gender role as the 
primary breadwinners of families in patriarchal societies. 
In order to create the image of “sexually desirable mates," the female FAs are 
required to put on facial cosmetics, while men are not permitted to do so. The women 
must wear cosmetics whenever they are in uniform, and are advised to ensure that their 
make-up is always in a good condition and they should retouch their make-up whenever 
necessary, but not within the view of passengers. In Skyhawk, a "full and thick" 
make-up is the standard. Grace described what "full and thick" means: 
It means it can obviously be seen by people [it should be obvious]. They 
people] can see that there are colors on your face—paint covers the whole 
area of your eyelid with one color, and paint covers your cheek with another 
color. Your lips have to be red. 
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Although Skyhawk has no regulation on the colors of the cosmetics they use, FAs said 
that they can never wear "extreme colors," or, “they [the company] will pick on you." 
Said Carol: “You had better wear conservative colors such as red for lips, but never 
brown." The regulation forbidding men to wear make-up also reflects on the airline's 
intention of distancing the gender images between men and women, and what Ingraham 
regards as the legitimate imaginaries of masculinity and femininity. 
In addition to the written regulation in the labor handbook, the content of Charm 
School during the initial training course also manifests the segregated concepts of 
beauty imposed on two genders. Both make-up and skin care, which are the two main 
grooming topics in Charm School, share the similar beauty concept of improving an 
individual's appearance, but differ in the methodologies: putting cosmetics on the face 
is external, public, and can be directly observed by other people, whereas skin care is 
internal and usually done privately. In Charm School, both men and women are 
grouped together to learn about skin care, however, they are separated during the 
make-up application portion of the course. In Hong Kong, women are said to be 
obsessed with beauty, as the old Chinese idiom goes: "Obsession with beauty is 
women's nature" (Chinese original: “愛美是女人的天f生”).Genders are socialized 
with the concept that wearing make-up is stereotyped as women's behavior; cosmetic 
products are mostly women's franchise; and even the models for advertising cosmetics 
and skin care products are usually women. Although many famous make-up artists are 
men and male-targeted skin care products and beauty salons proliferate, actually 
putting cosmetics on the face一wearing colors on the face—is still prevalently 
considered solely as women's rights and "natural" behavior in the public areas. Men 
putting on cosmetics would thus cross the expected gender norm as described by 
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Ingraham's “compulsory heterosexuality:" they may be considered "gay" or "sexually 
abnormal" because their behavior does not conform to the expected gender norm. 
To support this point, it can be seen that even the female FAs found their male 
counterparts' make-up behavior very “strange，’ and "awful," and considered them 
“gay，，and "effeminized." The airline only banned its male FAs from wearing make-up 
in 2001. Before that, many informants had either come across or heard of some males 
wearing make-up at work. Monica said that she has met a colleague, whom she found 
was gay, who put on foundation, drew eyebrows, black eyeliners, and wore lip-gloss at 
work. She did not find his look “pretty，，but "very funny." Rachel also said: 
Some male colleagues apply foundation on their faces. I think that applying 
foundation is ok, it is a bit effeminized. But, if they draw eye-lines, use 
lip-gloss, and mascara, I think it is too extreme! It is too strange! Because his 
face becomes obvious to tell people that he is wearing make-up, that is very 
awful. 
Although the male informants said that they have not come across other males 
wearing make-up at work, they definitely thought: "Those males who wear make-up 
are gay." When men's cosmetic-faces become "obvious," the boundary between the 
expected masculinity and femininity as described by Ingraham is violated. Men doing 
"women's behavior" is associated with the idea that their sexuality is inclined towards 
femininity. In fact, most FAs think that male FAs can apply hand cream for maintaining 
their skin condition in the dry in-flight environment, but "definitely not cosmetics on 
the face." 
Since skin care treatment is usually a private behavior, men can do it privately, 
which means that the violation of the expected gender norm will not be publicly 
recognized. Thus, when men publicly did skin treatment in Charm School during the 
training course, FA trainees found their "facial-mask looks" "quite funny," and they 
laughed at them. Fiona told me: 
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I was very happy to learn to do make-up. All of us washed our faces together, 
did facial masks together, and learned to do make-up together. But I found it 
quite funny. [Why?] Because we did these things with the "boys" together. 
Actually they need not to learn make-up, but they learned to do facial 
treatment too. You see, their whole faces were painted in brown, it was quite 
funny! 
Their laughing reaction and the funny feeling reflect that the practice of skin care in 
Charm School exposed the men to the concept of gender-crossing behavior in public. 
Likewise, because the in-flight working environment is very dry, FAs think that 
even for males it is "normal" and "necessary" to do skin care, such as applying hand 
cream and moisturizer to maintain their skin condition. However, if the male FAs show 
that they are "too knowledgeable" about skin care practices and products, they will be 
suspected of their appropriate men's sexuality and behavior. Female FAs feel very 
surprised that some of their male counterparts can talk a lot about skin care products. 
They said that some of the male FAs even know much more than them and turn to teach 
them. Coral said: 
Once, in our rest time, a male crew carried one big bag to the rest room, and I 
asked him: "Why do you bring so many things to go to sleep?" He said: “It is 
very dry there [the crew rest room]. You come here and try this one. It is a 
hand mask. You put some of this on your hands and wear the gloves too. Your 
hands will not get dry. It is very good!" I saw there was other stuff in his bag, 
and asked him what it was. He said that it was footwear. He continued 
recommending his footwear to me, told me how good this brand was, where I 
could buy it, and told me to recommend to other colleagues. What an awful 
guy! I have never seen such a guy, obsessed with beauty so much! This is 
who they are. I think if I work in an office, I will seldom meet this kind of 
people. 
It seems that men doing skin care is fine when it is done privately because the 
violation of expected gender norm is reduced within the private sphere. However, if the 
male FAs practice skin care publicly and show that they have too much knowledge 
46 "The boys," original "naahmjai"(男仔）in Cantonese. It is a form of addressing men in a softer way. 
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about it, the expected gender norm is crossed. Thus, people find their behaviors and 
attitudes very “strange，，and "awful." 
Body parts as small as nails are also put under control by the airline. Skyhawk Air 
regulates that those who have long nails must polish them with color; otherwise, the 
nails must be kept short. Although this regulation does not specify any gender, it 
indirectly implies that only women can have long nails because men rarely wear 
painted nails in our society. Therefore, men wearing painted nails would violate the 
expected gender sexuality boundary. Also, there are rules specifying which colors are 
permitted for nail-painting in the airline. Monica showed her nails to me during the 
interview, and said: 
I cannot wear this color at work [the color was pink]. Also, the female crews 
cannot paint their nails in orange or brown. 
Female informants think that red is the most acceptable color to be presentable in 
public. 
There are also regulations in Skyhawk pertaining to the use of body and clothing 
accessories. For example, men are not permitted to wear earrings, while women are 
allowed to wear only the small loop-styled earrings. Both genders cannot use sports 
watches or those with plastic straps. They also cannot wear more than a total of three 
rings in both hands. The female staff's bracelets cannot be too wide, and only one is 
allowed in each wrist. Victoria commented that she does not dress herself heavily with 
accessories when going out in her leisure time. However, she has to remove all these 
things一glittered eye shadow, sparkling earrings, and rings一when going to work. Thus, 
she finds that there are too many regulations over the staff's autonomy of wearing 
accessories. Again, the regulations prohibiting earrings and bracelets for men reflect on 
the airline's attempt of separating the gender images between men and women, since 
earrings and bracelets are more likely considered women's accessories in our society. 
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In order to standardize and create a "smart" FA look, Skyhawk requires them to 
take on company-issued uniforms. When they travel to and from work, they must wear 
a complete uniform. The current set of uniforms was designed by a male fashion 
designer who aimed at creating an image of elegance among FAs. The specific outfit 
that a staff member wears depends on that person's gender and rank. 
The female FAs who work in economy class wear jackets, short-sleeve patterned 
blouses, and short wrap-around skirts that have to cover half of their knees. On the 
other hand, the FAs, pursers, and senior pursers in first and business class can choose to 
wear short or long skirts, which contain splits on both sides that can be adjusted from 
mid-thigh to mid-knee, and they dress in the same style but in different colored outfits 
from the previous staff. The female chief purser (officially titled the In-flight Service 
Manager, or ISM in short) wears a dress, a dress-coat, and a scarf or pearl necklace. All 
patterned blouses are divided into two types一closed collar (buttoned up to mid-neck) 
and open collar (worn outside the jacket collar)~~the staff can choose either one for 
duty. They can only wear company-issued shoes at work and must wear high-heel shoes 
most of the time except inside the aircraft, where they can change to lower-heel shoes. 
For the men, FAs of all classes take on the same uniform style. They wear stand-up 
collar jackets, waistcoats, long-sleeve white shirts, trousers, and ties. But the uniform 
colors are different from class to class. The male chief purser (ISM) wears a Western 
collar jacket, a waistcoat with a lapel, a long-sleeve white shirt, trousers, and a different 
color tie. Men can wear the company-issued shoes or purchase their own, as long as 
they are not boots or a platform style. 
With these distinctive image codes, people can easily tell a FA's gender by looking 
at his or her appearance一a man always has short hair and wears trousers and a tie, 
whereas a woman may have long hair and always has make-up, earrings, painted nails, 
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and is in a skirt and high-heel shoes. The outfits cannot be interchanged between 
genders because they carry the symbolic meanings of different sexualities and the 
imaginary of gender images which are already socially standardized, as argued by 
Ingraham. Likewise, Brownmiller also suggests that the "sex-distinctive dress code" 
indicates that "a male is a male because a female dresses and looks and acts like another 
sort of creature" (1993:83). She claims that "feminine clothing has never been designed 
to be functional" because "functional clothing is a masculine privilege and practicality 
is a masculine virtue" (1993:87). To support this point she suggests, "any skirt has a 
feminizing mission... to restrict [women's] large [and] free movements" (ibid.). I 
would further argue that there is an underlying concept towards this gender-distinctive 
dress code which is formed to maintain the division of expected gender roles of the 
patriarchal system. Men's short hair and trousers create the "working," "tough," and 
"serious" images of men's gender role as the primary breadwinners of families in 
patriarchal societies. In contrast, women's skirts and high-heel shoes create "gentle" 
and “elegant’，images of femininity because the outfits more or less limit women's 
bodily movements (ibid.), reflecting women's restriction to a domesticated familial 
role. 
As told by the informants, even though the number of male FAs has been 
increasing in Skyhawk in recent years, the airline continues to emphasize on the 
distinctive gender images between men and women. The uniform outfits and 
appearance codes from the airline create a very rigid set of sexually-dichotomized 
gender images of FAs as men and women. The image presentations of well-controlled 
masculinity and femininity are a blueprint of the stereotypical gender images and roles 
of the patriarchal system, and hence reinforce these concepts in the society. 
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Interacting with the Make-up and Dress Codes 
The following section examines the gender politics, or the power relations, 
between FAs, the airline management, and the gender ideologies within the larger 
society over the definitions of workers' body image with respect to the make-up and 
dress codes. On the one hand, FAs understand that these codes are very important and 
necessary for the sake of the company's prosperity and for their own job security. On 
the other hand, FAs sometimes find these codes unbearable and problematic, and try to 
modify them because they find that the codes cause the problem of creating and 
exposing too much sex appeal during work. 
i. The Importance of Cosmetic-Faces 
The aim of setting regulations for body image is to standardize the frontline staff's 
bodies and build an unique and consistent image for the airline. Female informants 
generally think that wearing make-up is paramount and necessary in their occupation. 
Most of them commented that “it is a deeply-rooted tradition" (Cantonese original: “根 
深蒂固的傳,統”）for flight attendants to look pretty in Asia. They think that the airplane 
is a form of transportation that "not everyone can take often," so that the staff who work 
in such a "high-class transport" should be "high-quality." Doris explained this in the 
following way: 
It is like the difference between employees in a golf club and those in a 
District Board badminton court. In the latter, the workers are "uncles" 
[Cantonese original: “阿叔阿f白,，，meaning "vulgar people”].The workers 
in a golf club have to wear uniforms or to dress well. I think that it is the same 
in the air transport industry, in which only businessmen and affluent people 
can afford air travel often. Thus, everything in flight is of a better quality. The 
quality of wine is better, and so are the workers. You see, the waiters [and 
waitresses] who work in hotels are not ugly either. 
47 "Uncles," original "a suk"(阿叔）and "a baak"(阿伯）in Cantonese, meaning vulgar people in this 
context. The Hong Kong Chinese are culturally accustomed to address non-kin people with kinship 
terminologies such as "aje"(阿姐，elder sister) and "a go"(阿哥，elder brother) in order to produce a 
closer feeling between the two parties. 
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Female FAs think that although "even the street hawkers can afford air tickets" 
nowadays, they still agree that they are required to have well-groomed appearances 
because passengers deserve to enjoy a higher-quality service due to the comparatively 
higher cost of air travel to other forms of transportation. The exclusive personal 
in-flight service, in particular, is prevalently the airlines' key selling point in the market 
for profit seeking. As shown in Doris' comment above, FAs consider themselves as one 
part of the whole process of in-flight service production within the capitalist system. 
Fiona has self-normalized with the significance of a well-groomed appearance in this 
occupation: 
We are part of the service. If we are more beautiful, people will feel more 
comfortable, then more people will choose our airline. 
In fact, most female informants make a direct correlation between their 
appearance and passengers' psychological comfort for the sake of successful business 
for the airline. Carol has also self-regulated with the airline's "normalizing judgment" 
on the importance of groomed faces: 
Make-up, as the company officially claims, is a basic requirement; we have 
to put cosmetics on the face, a very full one. I think people with make-up look 
fresher and more energetic, are somewhat different [from those without 
make-up". 
Informants said that the airline has additionally taught them that it is not good if their 
faces look pale. Since they may fly for over ten hours, their faces will be much paler, so 
that if they do not wear make-up they will "scare passengers." In contrast, a 
well-groomed face can cheer up passengers. Peggy has self-normalized with this idea: 
Working in a long-haul flight, we work almost all the time. Although we can 
rest for a few hours, [we] can hardly sleep soundly. So when [we] get up, [we] 
feel very tired. If we do not wear make-up, [we] will scare passengers. On the 
contrary, if passengers look at us and find us looking very energetic, they will 
have a good impression. 
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Female FAs commonly commodify themselves as an integral part of the 
service/product for customers (passengers). In the service industry, workers' bodies and 
emotions are part of the service, in addition to their physical and mental labor. Thus, in 
line with Cockburn's claim that the workers' sexuality "and the representation and use 
of bodies enters into" the process of labor production in the capitalist labor market 
(1991:150, cited in Adkins 1995:50), the meaning of “we，，in “[w]e are part of the 
service. • •，，(Fiona's words) and "we work almost all the time" (Peggy's words) can be 
understood not only as a collective group of frontline staff, but also as the combined 
product of workers' bodies plus the sets of packaging, such as uniforms and cosmetics, 
to form a totality of frontline service. Being physically attractive is one of the goals of 
this totality besides being pleasant and smiling. It sells in the capitalist market. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, flight attendants are prevalently perceived as beauty icons and 
expected to be pretty among the general public in Hong Kong. Hochschild (1983:182) 
finds that the presentation of "sexually desirable mates" helps flight attendants 
establish good rapport with and "gain favors" especially from male passengers with 
regard to the heterosexual patriarchal culture. As Fiona said: "If we are more 
beautiful... more people will choose our airline." This reflects on the conventional 
view that the attractiveness of FAs can make passengers feel good and thus becomes an 
important factor in their choice of an airline to travel on. Hence, the airline's business 
hinges on it. 
At the same time, FAs know that they may not have enough rest while working in 
long-haul flights, so that their faces will look pale and their physical attractiveness will 
be lowered and may even "scare passengers." This shows that besides taking care of 
passengers' basic needs such as dining and safety, FAs are also concerned about their 
psychological comfort. Making customers feel psychologically comfortable and not 
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scared is of importance in the personal service industry. FAs put this burden on 
themselves, in particular on their faces: if they are "pretty" or "prettier," passengers will 
have a good impression and feel “more comfortable," "fresher," and “more energetic;" 
otherwise, they "may be scared." These different feeling responses of passengers 
reinforce that FAs' faces are an integral part of the whole personal service concept. 
Thus, frontline staff's faces are vital to be properly managed. 
//. Modifying the Constraining Make-Up Policy 
As mentioned in the section about emotional management, there is a labor 
performance grading system called “Crew Performance Profile" (CPP) in Skyhawk. 
There are four items in the profile: service excellence, team work, self-presentation, 
and business awareness. After every single flight, cabin pursers will grade each FA's 
performance according to these four items. Grooming is an integral part of the item 
"self-presentation" in CPP so that pursers usually undertake surveillance of their 
subordinates' grooming to make sure their sexual attractiveness is well-presented. 
Alice said that pursers really check on their appearances to see whether they are 
completely groomed, and if she does not have enough make-up on, she “will be 
reminded by pursers to put on more." Peggy agreed with this observation: 
Yes, they check whether our make-up is up to standard or not. They may say: 
"Your lipstick is not red enough, do it again!" Or, "Your make-up is too thin, 
put on more blush!" 
Pursers' surveillance on junior employees' grooming exemplifies Foucault's idea 
of "hierarchical observation," which is one of the disciplinary methods to regulate the 
standard of presentation of FAs，sexual attractiveness. However, from the issue that 
female FAs were warned by their pursers for not wearing the "standard" make-up, a 
conflict emerges between what the Hong Kong FA informants emphasize on the 
well-groomed appearance, and what they practically do at work. 
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In fact, many of them do not enjoy it so much because they find the "full and 
thick" make-up standard unbearable and unnecessary. According to Grace, a "full and 
thick" make-up means to "be obviously seen by people," however, she continued on to 
say that a thick make-up is unnecessary for work: 
Before working here, I did make-up sometimes but absolutely not as thick as 
how I am doing here now. I think keeping cleanliness is absolutely needed. 
Doing thick make-up is unnecessary... Perhaps they [the airline] think that 
for you to wear make-up is a common etiquette, it's fine, I accept that. But I 
don't think it is necessary to do a make-up as thick as trying to tell people that 
‘'I am putting cosmetics on my face"一only this [way of doing make-up] is 
considered acceptable [by the airline]. 
In fact, some female FAs admit that they prefer a "natural" and "thinner" make-up. 
Edith said: 
I personally prefer a natural image. I prefer to do a very thin make-up, as thin 
as if you work in an office, that needs not to be a full one. You just put on 
lipstick, that is already fine. 
Faced with a dilemma between the thick make-up standard and their personal 
preference of thin make-up, informants try to modify this constraining make-up policy. 
The most common modification that they launch is “to learn how to run in the grey 
area." Victoria said: 
So far, I have worked about one and a half years here, I have learned how to 
run in the grey area. I check who is the biggest boss [chief purser] for this 
flight. If she/he is not strict from hearsay, I can do a make-up mostly in 
accordance with my taste because she/he will not catch me. 
Peggy also does the same method. She thinks that the pursers who come from 
Singapore and Korea traditionally like doing make-up. They wear very red lipsticks and 
heavy white powder on their faces. Therefore, they require the juniors to wear a 
similarly heavy make-up too. Peggy said that if she checks that the chief purser with 
whom she will fly is Korean, she will make her lips red; otherwise, if she knows that a 
Hong Kong purser with whom she will fly is not strict, then she feels free to make a 
lighter make-up. 
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Although the female FAs generally emphasize that wearing make-up is a basic 
requirement in their occupation, their complaints about the airline's make-up standard 
and their strategy to “run in the grey area" to wear a thinner make-up whenever possible, 
reflect their contradictory perceptions towards how their sexuality is used for the 
airline's capitalist motive. In fact, this contradiction shows that the female FAs, who act 
as social agents, are conscious of a cultural scale of how much sexual attractiveness and 
appeal can be shown in public. Make-up culturally implicates a sense of sex appeal. For 
example, some cultures correlate the coloring of lips to the behavior of inappropriate 
sex appeal: 
In 1770, the British Parliament sanctioned that if a woman applied lipstick to 
seduce a man and make him to marry her, she would be entitled the sin of 
witch. [Jessica 2001:195, magazine article 
In 1996, the Malay government protested the abused use of lipstick, because 
they thought that it would lead to inappropriate sexual relationships, [ibid.] 
Coloring the lips as one part of a full make-up correlates to the behavior of 
increasing one's sexual attractiveness and seems to promote one's sex appeal. In our 
culture, there is a scale of how much sexuality and sex appeal a person, either male or 
female, can show in public. It seems that if a woman shows too much sex appeal in 
public, she may be demeaned as a seductress. As a consequence, any assault on her by 
others is considered her fault of exposing too much sex appeal. Tarn (personal 
communication 2002) also argues that women are socialized and culturally expected to 
protect their bodies and sexuality in public. 
Therefore, body and gender politics—the intertwining power relationship between 
the airline management, FAs, as well as the constraining and enabling gender norms 
within the larger society一occur over the struggle for the definition of workers' sexual 
attractiveness in the process of capitalist labor production. Skyhawk, as a hegemonic 
force, implements the constraining make-up code on the female FAs，appearance. 
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Meanwhile, the Hong Kong Chinese female FAs also believe that their body image is 
an integral part of the job requirement. However, they realize that this capitalist goal is 
somewhat restricted by a particular cultural rule一there is a scale governing how much 
female sex appeal can be shown in public. FAs strategically transform this cultural 
norm as an enabling resource to resist the airline's unbearable standard of a “full and 
thick" make-up which "can obviously be seen by people," reflecting that they reject 
being seductresses from exposing more sexual appeal than is accepted in our culture. 
Hi. Modifvinq the Uniform Designs 
The uniform is also a battlefield reflecting the gender politics between the 
employer, employees, as well as the gender norm. The airline's uniform code attempts 
to create a smart and unique look for its frontline staff that constructs a marketable 
image of the airline to the public. In fact, most female informants are pleased with the 
look of their uniforms, some of them find it "elegant" and "neat." However, when they 
are working in the cabin, most of them agree that the uniforms bring a lot of 
inconvenience to them because they find the designs of the blouse and skirt cause 
unwanted exposure of their bodies and underwear easily. Some informants thus find the 
uniform designs “too sexy" and "too revealing," which seem to "sell their flesh." 
Rachel described the common body exposure caused by wearing the company-issued 
blouse: 
When I bend my body, the collar [of the open collar blouse] will be very open, 
it will show "everything"... When raising the hands [arms], the end of the 
blouse will fly out [since the blouse is worn outside the skirt]. It happens 
quite a lot when I walk row by row to close the overhead lockers. If a man is 
sitting below you, you feel very embarrassed. 
To overcome the problem of body exposure from wearing the blouse, female FAs 
developed different preventions to protect their upper body. Peggy summarized what 
their protection methods are: 
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I have experienced body exposure before. I know this blouse will cause 
revealing quite easily, so I usually wear stick-to-body underwear. You learn 
by yourself that you have to protect yourself. Many crews wear stick-to-body 
underwear underneath, so when you bend your body, people cannot see 
anything... Some crews also add a button on the top of the collar [of the open 
collar blouse]. But, we can choose to wear the open collar or the closed collar 
blouse. Many of us wear the closed collar blouse at work [in the cabin] and 
change to the open collar one on the ground. 
Besides the blouse, the female FAs also criticized the designs of the long and short 
skirts. Informants complained about the skirts showing too much leg. Peggy said: 
The skirt is too short, it causes body exposure quite easily. Since there is a 
split on the side of the [short wrap-around] skirt, when I sit down or stand up 
and down to serve meals, the split will open easily. Also, when we use 
overhead lockers, if we are not tall enough, we have to step on the seat, stand 
up and down; the split also causes body revealing this way. 
Again, FAs developed protection methods from revealing too much leg. Peggy 
said, “Some crews sew a part of the top of the split." Edith said that she "turns the [short 
skirt more to the side so that the thigh will not be easily shown." Iris said that her 
colleagues remind each other whenever there is a risk of body exposure: "If we find 
anyone exposing her body, we tell her immediately." Fiona said that they have to be 
very alert of their deportment and gesture, which cannot be "too rude." However, if 
they conduct their gestures gently, "everything will be fine." 
As a matter of fact, the female FAs，uniform outfits cause them inconvenience and 
body exposure at work. When asked whether they prefer wearing trousers to skirts at 
work, they agreed that trousers are more suitable and convenient for their practical 
work. However, excluding the practicality factor, they seem to be more concerned 
about the senses of femininity and attractiveness. They think that women in skirts look 
"more feminine" and "more attractive," whereas trousers make them "strange" and 
look "ugly." Joyce said: 
Of course, it is a hundred thousand times more convenient to wear trousers 
for work than a skirt, because we won't have much worries [about body 
exposure]. But it's rather strange. [Why?] I think girls are rather obsessed 
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with beauty. Wearing trousers makes them look ugly, so I am willing to wear 
a skirt. 
Doris even defended her company's skirt code, as it "intends to make the crews more 
feminine一not [to make us] sexy or pornographic, but feminine." She thinks that it is 
worth to accept the risk of body exposure because a "skirt can depict femininity," even 
though she finds it unnecessary to wear a skirt for this job. 
Although female FAs find more suitability and convenience in wearing trousers to 
work, they still prefer wearing skirts. It is because trousers, a gender symbol implying 
the "tough" image of masculinity, contradict with the "soft" hungje image in Hong 
Kong. Therefore, FAs find that trousers are not good to wear in their job because it 
makes them look so "strange" in the context of the feminine hungje. 
When women wear skirts, they have to be more alert of their deportment. This 
reflects that compared to "free-moving" trousers, the skirt is a constraining material 
that restricts women's bodily movements (Brownmiller 1993:87). If they want to avoid 
body exposure, they have to keep their bodily movements gentle, so that their 
controlled movements help to reproduce the sense of elegance, which is an element of 
stereotypical femininity of the image of hungje in Hong Kong society. 
The fact that the female FAs insist on wearing skirts for work, however, their 
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discontentment of body exposure reveals their contradictory perceptions towards how 
much sexual attractiveness and a sense of femininity should be used in the process of 
capitalist labor production. 
On the issue of uniforms, they are under the risk of being symbolized as sex 
objects whenever their bodies in uniform are active. This risk and their thought of the 
design being “too sexy" and "too revealing" are challenging to their understanding of 
being appropriate women and of having an appropriate amount of the female body 
shown in the public sphere (cf. Brownmiller 1993:87-88). There is a cultural scale of 
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how much of the body, or "nudity" in Brownmiller's words, a person either male or 
female, can show in public. We use concepts such as “too sexy" and “too revealing" to 
describe a body that is excessively exposed as compared to how much can be accepted 
in our society. Tarn also argues that as FAs try to avoid body exposure, they manifest the 
underlying concept of women's gender responsibility imposed on them by society 
(personal communication 2002). She suggests that women are socialized with the 
concept that their bodies are a restricted area that has to be protected from other's touch 
and gaze. It is women's own responsibility to protect their bodies in public, and at their 
own expense if they do not do so. 
Therefore, there are both body and gender politics一or power 
relationships—between the FAs, the airline management, as well as the constraining 
and enabling gender norms within the larger society. Skyhawk, acting as a hegemonic 
force, imposes the constraining uniform code to manage the frontline staff's look in 
public. The uniform designs make female FAs "sexually desirable" by tactically 
revealing their sexual parts, such as the chest, waist, thigh, and even underwear. This 
sexual quality, as Hochschild argues, helps flight attendants "gain favors" especially 
from male passengers (1983:181-182). Meanwhile, through female FAs also believe 
that service is linked to their sexual attractiveness and femininity, they are well-aware 
that this capitalist goal is restricted by cultural rules一there is a scale governing how 
much of the female body can be shown in public and a gender norm for women to 
protect their bodies. Therefore, female FAs are in a double bind: on the one hand they 
utilize this cultural norm to adjust to the airline's unbearable uniform code, and on the 
other, they try to avoid body exposure reflecting that they are socialized to reject being 
seen as “loose women" in the public areas of the society. 
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iv. Being "Gendered Agents" 
In addition to the females, male FAs of Skyhawk also complain about the designs 
of their uniform. They find that the stand-up collar jackets make them look like 
"bell-boys." Ken said: 
I find my uniform so ugly. [Why?] Because I find the men's uniform looks a 
bit like a "bell-boy." 
Likewise, Leo is dissatisfied with the color of his uniform. He said that the jacket 
and trousers of the former uniform were both navy blue, so that the two pieces matched 
as a complete business suit. However, the current jacket and trousers are in two 
different colors that do not match~instead of a complete suit they seem to be separate 
outfits tastelessly put together. 
Both male and female FAs, complaints about their current uniforms show that they 
are concerned about fundamentally different issues. Women tend to be more sensitive 
about their body (e.g. how much of their body and sex appeal are being exposed), 
whereas men tend to be more concerned about their social status (e.g. the 
dissatisfaction of looking like "bell-boys"). 
Their different concerns reflect that men and women refer to their own gender 
identities from different orientations. In line with Ortner's (1974) argument that 
females are closer to nature whereas males are to culture, and that women's closeness to 
nature is because of their physiology, socialized role, and internalized psyche, the Hong 
Kong female FAs are continuously socialized to pay attention to their body and 
appearance, driving them to remain "close to nature." 
Ortner argues that in contrast since men lack innate "creative functions," they have 
to find their "creativity externally, 'artificially,' through the medium of technology and 
symbols" (1974:75). Social status refers to the position a person obtains in society, and 
men rather than women are socialized and culturally expected to pursue this as well as 
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have “a sense of achievement in life" as men (as Edith said in Chapter 2). Accordingly, 
male FAs complain about their uniforms, which do not look like business suits anymore 
and make them look like bell-boys, indicates that they face no risk of bodily exposure 
but a high risk of reducing their social status. They think that the status of being a male 
flight attendant is higher than that of being a bell-boy because flight attendants are 
required to have more knowledge, such as the command of English and emergency 
procedures in their profession. Since a business suit is often worn by businessmen, it 
carries a sense of authority, status, formality, and professionalism. The former 
business-suit-styled uniform gave the wearers a more formal and higher-status look. 
However, their current uniform does not carry this symbolism anymore; instead, it 
reduces their status to that of "bell-boys." 
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Chapter 5. Body in Service: Interacting with Co-Workers 
This chapter contains two main parts. It first presents the ethnography of the FAs， 
work life in Skyhawk Air in the order of their work sequence. From investigating their 
work experiences, the first part of the chapter shows that there is plenty of interaction 
between the FAs, their co-workers, passengers, and even the public on the streets. Since 
FAs meet different passengers and co-workers who come from all over the world, the 
diversity of their socialized concepts of gender may lead to conflicts between one 
another. The focus here is on the subjectivity of the Hong Kong Chinese FAs in their 
interaction with different individuals in their work life. The second part of this chapter 
will present examples of how FAs interact with their co-workers and analyze how FAs, 
acting as agents, realize and draw upon the appropriate cultural resources to carry out 
strategic behavior to "go on with" their work. Such investigation reflects the FAs， 
agency in embodying the traditional patriarchal views on gender values and 
responsibilities. The analysis of examples of the interaction between FAs and 
passengers will be discussed in Chapter 6. 
Ethnography of FAs，Work Life 
This section presents the FAs' typical work experiences in a chronological order: 
from the less visible moments of preparing themselves and leaving home for work, 
doing the pre-flight procedures such as attending the pre-flight briefing and doing a 
security check of the aircraft, to the more visible work in the cabin such as welcoming 
passengers on board and providing them service. All data was provided by my 
informants during the interviews. 
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Going to Work and Meeting the Public 
For the Skyhawk Air FAs, the moment of putting on the uniform and applying 
make-up (in the case of female staff) is considered the start of the workday. Carol said: 
At that moment, you have to prepare the mood—the positive and pleasant 
attitude, which you [have to] carry [with you] for working in the plane. 
As they leave home, FAs must keep in mind that they belong to the company and 
that they should maintain a proper manner, in order to promote and maintain the 
airline's good reputation with the public. Being in public areas, even not having yet 
arrived at the airport, is already an "informal workplace" for FAs, as they are the 
"image ambassadors" for the airline they work for. 
The identity of "flight attendant" further covers their individual persona. Most 
interaction with the public before and after their in-flight work occur because of their 
identity as "flight attendants." There is a certain magic around the uniform, the 
make-up, and the carry-on luggage, which together symbolize the individual FAs that 
are easily recognized by the public. Carol continued on to share her experience of 
meeting her neighbors and the security guard of her apartment building, people with 
whom she found a big change in interpersonal relationships in her daily life. She said 
that if she meets her neighbors while waiting for the elevator when going out to work or 
returning home, they will ask her where she is going to or traveling from, and even a 
child will say: “Elder sister, you are so p r e t t y A l s o , when she walks past by the 
security guard at the entrance, he will also greet her and ask her the same thing. 
Although Carol has been a FA for only three months, she has already noticed such a 
change in her interpersonal relationships: 
48 "Elder sister," original "jeje"(姐姐）in Cantonese. The Hong Kong Chinese people are culturally 
accustomed to address non-kin people with kinship terminologies in order to produce a closer feeling 
between the two parties. 
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The security guard in my building recognizes me now, but he hasn't ever 
recognized me before... All because of this job, the security guard gradually 
recognizes you, asks your name, and greets you whenever he sees you... The 
neighbors too, they will ask you where you are going... I find this situation so 
funny because when you normally wear jeans in the leisure time, no one pays 
attention to you in this way. But when you are in a uniform, people will pay 
attention to you and approach you. You become a particular person, who has 
a particular job, which requires you to wear a uniform~people will thus pay 
more attention to you [Italics mine:. 
Likewise, Rachel, a FA with six-months' work experience, also finds a change in 
her interpersonal relationships in the public areas: 
The chance for strange people to approach you is higher whenever in a 
uniform. Once, I took the bus to the airport, an old lady was sitting next to me. 
She talked to me out of a sudden: "You are such a smart girl! Being a hungje, 
[you] can go everywhere." I find this situation so funny because someone 
you don't know talks to you suddenly. 
FAs, experiences of interacting with the public, however, are not always nice 
encounters. The discomfort of being stared at by strange people often occurs in the 
public areas. Carol said that when she is waiting for the bus to go to the airport, she 
often catches a lot of attention from the surrounding people: 
People usually eye up your face. Some look at you from head to toe. Kids 
also like looking too! I don't like this kind of gaze, I feel very uncomfortable. 
Joyce also said that strange people staring at her makes her feel "very uncomfortable." 
However, she finds that FAs receiving attention from the public is "somewhat normal." 
Joyce admitted that she was used to "eyeing on hungje" even before she became one 
herself. Female FAs explained that the public likes to stare at them because of the 
mystique of the hungje image. Fiona explained it in this way: "Perhaps, they think that 
hungje are very pretty and have great figures." 
As the "image ambassadors" of the airline, meeting the public is FAs' "informal 
work" to promote their airline's image and reputation. Packaged with a uniform and 
cosmetics that transform them into outstanding individuals who can catch the public's 
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attention on them, FAs help to reinforce the mystique of their sexual attractiveness, 
which has long been produced by the airlines in Asian countries. 
In fact, the public gaze and the uniform code work together to form a "Panopticon" 
(Foucault 1984) on FAs to self-govern their behaviors. First of all, the uniform and 
luggage immediately produce the identity of "flight attendants" and create double 
constraints on FAs. On the one hand, they create a discourse for FAs to self-regulate 
their manners and behaviors in order to protect the airline's reputation; on the other 
hand, these symbolic materials catch the public's attention to FAs and become an 
additional surveillance on their behavioral conducts. Although FAs said that they feel 
uncomfortable of being stared at by the public, they cannot fight back or make 
complaints, because they know well that being "image ambassadors" is a basic duty of 
this occupation. Referring to Giddens' notion of routinization, since FAs come across 
the public's gaze and the approach from strangers in a repetitive way, they start to take 
these encounters for granted. Some of them thus find these experiences "normal," 
justify them with the mystique of the hungje image, and reinforce the social expectation 
on the flight attendant image in society. 
Pre-Flight Work 
In Skyhawk, each FA gets a different roster (schedule for duty) every month. On 
the duty dates, they have to report for duty in briefing rooms located in the airline's 
office at the airport between one hour and one hour and a half before the scheduled 
takeoff time. Before actually going to the assigned briefing room, FAs typically drop by 
the staff computer area to check information on the flight, such as who will be the chief 
purser (to see whether they have worked with this purser before), and whether the flight 
is full or not. After that, they go to the assigned briefing room, greet one another, and 
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introduce themselves to the colleagues who they have not met in the past. Since FAs get 
different rosters every month and rosters are different from employee to employee, they 
meet different pursers and colleagues in every round-trip flight. As a consequence, 
many informants find this arrangement and the consequent interpersonal relationships 
in the workplace quite stressful. Victoria explained that her interpersonal relationships 
stress is due to the uncertainty of the team members: 
Initially when I started working here, I really felt upset of going to work 
because I did not know who would be my partners, who would be my chief 
purser and cabin pursers, and whether I would be ill-treated by them. My 
feeling of going to work was very uncertain and unstable. 
To deal with such uneasy partnerships in the workplace, FAs think that 
adaptability is of paramount importance, as one has to adjust oneself to deal with 
colleagues from different nationalities. Also, active communication between one 
another is another necessity. FAs have to get familiarized with the other crewmembers 
before the flight, and believe that only good communication between the co-workers 
can make the flight go smoother and the work atmosphere better. 
Pseudo-Kin System 
In Skyhawk, FAs have an informal addressing system to address one another that 
is based on the family structure, in addition to the formal job titles within the airline. 
Flight attendant is the general term used to refer to the group of people who provide 
service and maintain safety in flight. However, among the workers themselves, flight 
attendant ( "FA" in short) tends to be used to address those who are juniors or in the 
lowest rank of this occupation. In every flight there is a chief purser, officially titled the 
In-flight Service Manager ("ISM" in short), who is in charge of all cabin service 
responsibilities of the flight. FAs tend to address her or him either as "ISM" or "chief 
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purser" formally, and as “eldest sister" or "eldest brother" informal ly .The first three 
terms were frequently used by my informants during the interviews, however the last 
term was seldom heard because the number of male in-flight service managers is very 
low in the airline. In addition to the chief purser, there are one to two pursers in each 
class cabin. FAs call these middle-rank pursers as "elder sister" or “elder brother. 
Again, the former term was more commonly heard than the latter one from my 
informants because male pursers are also a small minority in the airline. Among the 
peer level of lower-ranking and junior FAs, their own names are used to address each 
other in the workplace. But informants tended to use “crew，，or "colleague" to address 
their peers and even "hungje" to refer to female FAs during my interviews with them. If 
a FA has joined the company much earlier than others, the junior FAs also address this 
senior colleague as "elder sister" or "elder brother." In contrast, informants said that 
pursers generally address FAs by their names in the workplace. 
This pseudo-kin addressing system is derived from the conventional familial 
structure in the Hong Kong society, so as to situate the crewmember relationships 
utilizing the expected familial roles found within this structure. Thus, this pseudo-kin 
model places the chief pursers and cabin pursers at the top two levels of the hierarchy 
and gives them "parental authority" to control their juniors as if they were the latter's 
“eldest or elder siblings" or even "their parents." Likewise, the FAs (junior flight 
attendants) have to respect and obey the commands of their "eldest or elder siblings" as 
if they were the "youngest siblings" or even the "children," who are generally the most 
powerless members in the family structure. On the other hand, this pseudo-kin system 
49 FAs address the female chief purser as "eldest sister," original "daaigaje"(大家姐）in Cantonese, and 
male chief purser as "eldest brother," original "daailou"(大佬). 
50 FAs address the female cabin purser and senior colleague as "elder sister," original "a je"(阿姐）in 
Cantonese, and male cabin purser and senior colleague as "elder brother," original "a go"(阿哥). 
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also borrows from the socially-ideal family relationships the concept that family 
members should be close to each other and love one another, suggesting that the 
relationships between crewmembers should be good. Thus, this pseudo-kin system 
helps to ease the uncertainty and uneasiness caused by the different partnerships in 
different flights and to produce a warm work environment among the colleagues. 
Pre-Fliqht Briefing 
The chief purser holds the pre-flight briefing. First, he or she reminds the FAs of 
the things they have to pay attention to in this particular flight. For example, Joyce, 
having just come back from a Taipei trip, said that the chief purser reminded them that 
when distributing the landing cards (arrival cards) they had to make sure that if the 
passenger was not Taiwanese, they had to give him or her a declaration form. Then, the 
chief purser assigns each FA to work in a specific cabin class and area (left or right hand 
side of the cabin). All junior FAs with less than one year of work experience have to 
work in economy class. After having worked for one year, they usually have the 
opportunity to train to work in business class. At the same time, more experienced FAs 
still have chance to work in economy cabin. The specific arrangement is totally decided 
by the chief purser. 
The following is an example of the arrangement of FAs in the cabin of the standard 
Boeing 747-400 The full capacity of this aircraft is 389 passengers—12 
passengers in first class, 55 in business class, and 322 in economy class. The minimum 
number of FAs for the economy class cabin is 5, however informants said that if the 
passenger occupancy is over 80%, the airline will put one more FA, for a total of 6 FAs 
in that cabin. An additional 2 pursers take the role of supervision and help in the galley 
51 In Skyhawk Air, the Boeing 747-400 is configured in two different ways. "Standard" means the cabin's 
layout contains three different classes of service (first, business, and economy), whereas the "Long 
Business Class" passenger configuration (74J) contains an extended business class and a shorter 
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sometimes. In the business class cabin, 2 FAs and 1 purser serve passengers. In the first 
class cabin, although the maximum number of passengers is just 12, there are also 2 
FAs and 1 purser. Finally, there is a chief purser who supervises all cabin classes, and 
needs not to perform any manual tasks. Her or his main task is to talk with passengers 
and get their comments on the flight. The ethnography of FAs, in-flight work in this 
thesis will focus on the economy class cabin because most events told by informants 
take place in this class cabin. 
After all FAs are assigned a position, there is a “Q & A session"一the chief purser 
may ask each FA a question on topics such as service, safety, first aid, etc. If the FA 
does not know the answer, the chief purser has all the rights of not permitting him or her 
to work on that flight. Therefore, many FAs find this "Q & A" session very stressful. 
After that, FAs are divided into groups according to the cabin class they are assigned to. 
The cabin pursers of each class then give another briefing to their group that mainly 
focuses on the flow of service in their respective cabin. 
Leaving for the Ramp and Ground Preparation 
After all briefings are complete, the flight attendants (including the chief purser 
and cabin pursers) do a luggage security check and customs and immigration 
formalities inside the airline's office. Then, they get on a shuttle bus, which is 
completely locked for the sake of security, and are sent directly to the airport ramp 
where they get on the plane. 
Once on the plane, they get their cosmetic bags and aprons from their luggage, and 
put these materials into crew lockers. Then, they start to do an equipment check-up, 
such as counting the number of oxygen bottles and checking the condition of rescue 
materials. After finishing the check-up, they report to the captain whether everything is 
economy class. 
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fine. Finally, they check each cabin row by row and all toilets to see whether any 
suspicious person or object is found. After finishing all security checks, passengers can 
board the airplane within three minutes. 
Welcome On Board 
"Good afternoon, sir. How are you today? What number is your seat? ... Please go 
to the left hand side." Welcoming passengers on board at the door of the plane is 
performed by the chief purser and cabin pursers. FAs stand at strategic points inside the 
cabin to assist passengers in finding their seats and putting their luggages in the 
overhead lockers. During the boarding time, FAs already have to manage their emotion 
and show their smiles to passengers. 
When the economy class cabin is about 70% to 80% full of passengers, FAs start 
to distribute hot towels to them. A newspaper trolley stands in front of the plane door, 
passengers can get newspapers from it as they go in. If some newspapers are left, FAs 
carry the rest to the cabin, walk row by row, and ask whether the passengers want one. 
After distributing hot towels and newspapers, FAs start to distribute headsets and 
blankets. Since each FA has already been assigned a work area in the pre-flight briefing, 
all have to perform the same duties in their assigned areas, regardless of gender. 
Before the plane takes off, FAs visually check whether passengers have fastened 
their seat belts, whether their seat backs are in the upright position and tray tables are 
stowed, and they make sure that all aisles are clear of any obstruction, such as 
passengers' luggage. In Skyhawk Air, all seats in all classes of the standard B747-400 
are installed with PTVs (personal television), so that passengers can watch the safety 
and security instructions directly on it. However, FAs still give a demonstration to 
indicate where the emergency doors are located. 
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Rush Hours 
Once the plane is on a steady and stable climb to altitude, roughly about ten to 
fifteen minutes after taking off, it is time for FAs to put on their aprons and go to the 
galley to prepare drinks and meals. In a long-haul flight, such as a flight from Hong 
Kong to Los Angeles, the total time for a single meal service is 2 hours in the economy 
cabin. This includes a first round of drinks, followed by serving the meals, a second 
round of drinks, and the collection of food trays, utensils, and rubbish at the end. While 
FAs are serving drinks and meals in the cabin, the pursers keep the time and help in the 
galley as necessary. However, in a short-haul flight such as from Hong Kong to Taipei, 
which takes an hour and a half to complete, FAs work in a great rush. Victoria feels 
pressured in having to speed up in a short-haul flight: 
If you work too slowly, the purser may scold on you and passengers may 
complain to you too.. • Meanwhile, if you do not smile and are caught by the 
purser, she may scold on you. So, when we are serving passengers, our 
actions must be fast, and we have to control our emotions too. 
When serving passengers in a short-haul flight, FAs must act very fast, and at the 
same time, they must control their emotions. This exemplifies a very paradoxical 
picture: a genuine smile is usually a sign of the emotion of joy, however the moment of 
speeding up to serve passengers and the chance of being scolded by pursers give a lot of 
pressure to FAs, so they are in fact full of stress. Nevertheless, FAs know well that if 
they do not speed up and smile at the same time, that may bring them trouble and 
punishment. Thus, they have to smile and have a disciplined emotional self-control in 
order to prevent any bad consequences. 
Body Contact in the Galley 
Working in the galley is quite dangerous. Since the area is very small, collisions 
and injuries such as hand burns by hot meals and ovens occur very often. For the same 
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reason, body contact or collisions between FAs in the galley are unavoidable during 
rush hours. As described by Victoria: 
Some stuff are located on top, some things are put on the bottom. Someone 
wants to get something from the top, while someone is working underneath. 
The one working on top is in a rush, the one working below is also in a rush. 
You see, everyone is working! If you get a slight touch occasionally you will 
not mind. 
David also commented that since the galley area is “too tiny" for “too many big and tall 
people," they "have no choice" if they get touched during the rush time. Mark even 
asserted that "nobody cares about body touch," since it "happens very often." 
Although body contact happens often in the galley during rush hours, the reason 
why FAs say "we do not mind," "nobody cares," and "we have no choice," is because 
they all understand that the galley is such a narrow working environment, they have to 
speed up for delivering meals, and they cannot find a better solution for these 
constraints. The concern about body touch is marginalized by the justification of this 
constraining time-space (rush hour-narrow environment) circumstance that they do not 
think they can change. 
Other In-Flight Work and FAs，Rest Time 
In a long-haul flight, after FAs collect the food trays and distribute hot towels to 
passengers, they will turn off the main cabin lighting system and ask passengers to 
close their seat windows for other people to sleep. Then, they set up a snack bar in the 
galleys so that passengers can get snacks and drinks if they feel hungry in the middle of 
the flight. While half of the FAs are preparing the snack bar, the other half start having 
their own meals. 
After eating, FAs are allowed to take rest in the crew rest room. Only in long-haul 
flights, such as the twelve-hour flight from Hong Kong to Los Angeles, FAs are 
allowed to take a three-hour rest in the crew rest room. On some flights, such as the 
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eight-hour flight from Hong Kong to Sydney, they may just rest in the reserved crew 
area which is usually the last row of seats in the economy cabin. 
While half of the FAs are sleeping, the other half are looking after the passengers 
in the cabin. They serve water every thirty minutes. If a passenger presses the attendant 
call-light button, they have to check what the matter is. FAs also check the cabin toilets 
on a regular basis. If it is dirty, they have to clean it, and also refill the toiletries as 
necessary. 
Landing 
The second half of FAs can go to sleep for three hours after the first group gets up. 
By the time all FAs have taken rest, there are about three to two hours remaining before 
landing. One more full meal service is offered, starting with the distribution of hot 
towels, drinks, and then meals to passengers. Once all meal trays and trash are collected, 
FAs prepare for landing, checking passengers' seat-belts and whether anybody is in the 
toilet. 
After landing and all passengers have left the plane, FAs do a final security check 
in the cabin to see whether any passengers are still inside the aircraft. After that, they 
get off the plane, get back their luggage, pass through immigration and customs, and 
leave the airport for the hotel in an outport city, or go home if they returned to Hong 
Kong. And although they are usually very tired after a long trip or multiple trips within 
the same day, FAs are still expected to perform body and emotional management while 
still in the public areas between the airport and home/hotel. 
Interacting with Co-workers 
This section presents significant examples of in-flight work interaction between 
FAs and their co-workers to analyze how they act as agents to embody the definitions of 
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social roles of being "men" and "women" and their gender responsibilities in the 
mainstream Hong Kong society. 
Expected Gender Roles 
Through the investigations of FAs' work experiences and perceptions on the 
performance of expected gender tasks, and how pursers treat male and female FAs 
differently, this section analyzes how FAs embody the traditional patriarchal definitions 
of gender roles. 
/'. On the Performance of Expected Gender Tasks 
Boys are just like the girls in doing every single task in flight. Greet 
passengers when boarding, assist them to put their luggage in the overhead 
lockers, distribute head-sets, blankets, newspapers, immigration and customs 
forms. Stand up and point out the location of emergency doors. Serve drinks 
and food. Answer call-lights and passengers' requests. Check and clean the 
toilets, and set up a snack-bar in the galley. 
The statement above was made by Ken. He shows that there is no gender 
differentiation in performing all tasks assigned by the chief purser, although most 
obvious tasks pertain to service delivery, which are typically connoted to domestic 
chores. However, there are some tasks that the male FAs are likely expected to manage 
not only by their female colleagues but also by themselves. Carrying heavy materials is 
the most expected "gendered" task for men. 
Doris asserted that it is "a fact" that FAs "have already known" that the male FAs 
"show initiative" to help their female colleagues in any heavy work. She even stressed 
that "manly men" are those who have physiological strength and a willingness to show 
this in helping females carry heavy things: 
They [the manly men] would say: "Leave it [the heavy thing] to me." 
However, those gay and effeminized men never speak out to help you. 
52 "Boys," original "naahmjai"(男仔）and "girls," original "neuihjai"(女仔）in Cantonese. It is a 
euphemism for the male and female sexes. 
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According to the male informants, they offer help to whoever they see is in need, 
especially if it is a senior colleague or if it is a means to display their manners as 
“gentlemen.，’ Ken said: 
For instance, boys would help girls get something from a higher place. If I see 
female colleagues getting and putting luggage [from the overhead lockers] 
around me, I will help them. Most tasks that I help them with are physically 
demanding. If you see [someone in need], you offer your help. 
Furthermore, female FAs prefer their male counterparts to handle the 
"troublesome" passengers, such as those who are rude, aggressive, and drunk. The 
impression that men have the ability to handle these passengers comes from the 
stereotype of their "protector image." Edith commented that a “girl absolutely cannot 
win" when dealing with drunken male passengers: 
If the passenger is a man, I think it is better for a male crew to deal with him. 
It's because the body size of a] boy is bigger [than a girl's], [and even 
through he] cannot fight, [his bigger size] can create fear [to the passenger]. 
• 53 
A girl absolutely cannot win. 
A Japanese male FA agreed with this point, saying that if a passenger causes trouble to 
a female FA, when he comes up to the passenger, the passenger "will be very quiet:" 
It is because a man comes up to the passenger. I think there is an advantage 
for me as well as for the other female colleagues. If there is no male crew in 
the flight, the female crews will be a bit worried. In contrast, if there is a male 
crew, the flight will be nicer. 
Likewise, the impression of men being "leaders" in the patriarchal culture also 
becomes another reason for them to be expected to handle any in-flight emergency . In 
Skyhawk, both genders take the same training course (except the make-up lessons) and 
examinations. Thus, it is supposed that each FA, regardless of gender, is qualified and 
able to manage any emergency. However, a few female informants commented that if 
53 Cantonese original: “男仔大隻啲，唔打得都蹄得，女仔一定搏唔過” 
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an emergency really occurred and there were a male FA available, they would "prefer to 
listen to him." Peggy said: 
If there is a boy in the flight, he will take the leading role; we will consider 
him as a guide. If an emergency occurs, we prefer to listen to him. Well, 
sometimes he takes initiative to handle the matter... For instance, in a very 
critical emergency, you have to decide on using which equipment or whether 
to do first aid to the passenger. He [the male FA] may be the one who decides 
and does it. I think boys can get it done better than girls; I am more confident 
in boys. 
On the other hand, there are also a few expected gendered tasks for female FAs to 
perform in flight, for instance, the toilet check-up. Each junior FA, regardless of gender, 
is assigned a time to check the toilets, and therefore each of them has the same chance 
to do this task. However, Leo thinks that it is “more convenient" for the women to 
handle this task because he had some embarrassing experiences of opening the toilet 
door and finding that a female passenger was inside without locking the door. Leo's 
embarrassment reflects that he realizes the norm that people cannot see other people's 
bodies or let their own bodies be seen by others, especially by members of the opposite 
sex. Therefore, Leo is aware of the inappropriateness of seeing strangers, especially 
women, in the toilets. 
All examples above embody the notion that FAs consistently reinforce the 
tradition of gender-segregated roles. Although both genders attend the same training 
course, acquire the same knowledge of flight safety and emergency equipments, and are 
assigned the same duty positions by the chief purser, they still prefer the opposite sexes 
to perform their stereotypical gender-specific roles and tasks. 
For instance, the female FAs have difficulties in carrying heavy luggages and other 
items, and in dealing with rude and drunken passengers. In order to solve these 
problems, they draw upon the relevant resource of different physiological strength 
between men and women, in which the formers are culturally expected to be "stronger" 
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and "bigger" than the latter. Thus, women generally expect men to help them. At the 
same time, since men are also socialized with the same concept, and in order to show 
their respect to senior (female) colleagues and their manners as "gentlemen," they will 
help their female counterparts in handling the heavy work and difficult passengers. In 
fact, men can also receive "rewards" for this type of behavior: they will thus be 
regarded as real men instead of being suspected of their sexuality in working in a 
traditionally-feminized occupation. Besides, they can find a legitimate value for their 
existence and also "male dignity" by "achieving" something in the cabin一giving 
protection and leadership to the female FAs, and hence contributing to a "nicer" work 
environment for all crewmembers. Referring to Ingraham's notion of "compulsory 
heterosexuality" (1997), which constitutes the "standard for legitimate and expected 
social and sexual relations" (1997:17), the female FAs，expectations on men to manage 
the heavy work and aggressive passengers as well as the male FAs’ willingness and 
self-consciousness of doing so, all reinforce the traditional gender differentiation that 
men are "strong" and "aggressive" so that they are the "protectors" and "leaders," while 
women are “weak” and "passive" such that they are "under protection" and are the 
"followers" in society. 
Leo's expectation on women to handle the task of toilet check-up also reinforces 
the segregation of gender roles. The toilet is not only a setting that carries the 
connotation of sexuality, but is also associated with the sense of "domestic orientation" 
since toilet cleaning is a task in domestic life. Rosaldo (1974) claims that women are 
associated with the "domestic orientation" while men with the "extra-domestic" or 
"public orientation." Therefore, female FAs are more culturally expected to perform the 
tasks of toilet check-up and cleaning than their male counterparts. 
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/•/•. On the Pursers' Double Standards on Male and Female FAs 
Most informants find that seniority is an important part of the corporate culture of 
the flight attendant career in Skyhawk Air. Referring to the hierarchical significance of 
the pseudo-kin addressing system mentioned earlier, this system places the chief 
pursers and cabin pursers on the top two levels of the "familial hierarchy" and gives 
them "parental authority" to control their juniors. Carol described this system in the 
following way: 
The concept of seniority is very serious and deeply rooted in this occupation. 
We usually say: "Don't eat until the elder sisters do" [Cantonese original: “阿 
姐未食,你唔女子食，，].[If] you are a purser, [then] you are the purser; [if] you 
are a senior, [then] you are the senior; [if] you are a junior, [then] you are the 
junior. The hierarchy is already defined. [If] I am the purser, [then] I have all 
rights to scold on you, to pick on you to do dirty work, and you have all 
responsibilities to accept all these orders. 
Female informants commonly reported that pursers exert their authority not only 
by giving commands to the juniors to perform the usual in-flight duties, but also by 
giving them a "hard time." Carol explained the meaning of "hard time:" 
She [the purser] is not satisfied with what you do, but in fact, you are... [you 
have done the tasks correctly according to the regulations]. She may scold on 
you without any reason: "You are wrong by doing it this way!" and scold on 
you crazily... 
However, female FAs generally find that pursers in fact have a double standard on 
the female and male workers; they give the males a better treatment. For instance, 
pursers smile more at male FAs, are more polite to them, talk more with them, ask them 
to have the meal first, give them higher grades in CPP (Crew Performance Profile), and 
when they make a mistake in any service delivery, the chance for them to be scolded on 
is lesser. In fact, even the male FA informants admit that they receive a better treatment 
from pursers. Believing that the "opposite-sex attraction" (Cantonese original: ‘‘異个生相 
吸” ) i s "the natural rule of the world," David asserted that “men of course have 
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advantage" of obtaining a better treatment. Ken also knows for a fact that “boys get 
higher scores than girls in CPP," and accounted for this differentiation as a result of the 
“opposite-sex attraction" as well: 
Many people [FAs] say that boys get higher scores than girls in CPP. It's very 
common. The leaders [cabin pursers] mostly are women, I believe in the 
opposite-sex attraction. 
Besides, the male FAs are treated less strictly by pursers in the service 
performance than their female counterparts. FAs find that men and women receive a 
different treatment from pursers although they make the same "simple mistakes," such 
as putting equipment in the wrong place and for something as simple as forgetting 
where the game cards are located. Even though both genders apologize for the same 
mistake to pursers, "the possibility for boys to be scolded on is very much less than 
girls," said Ken: 
If you are a girl, the elder sister will shout at you loudly: "What's wrong with 
you? Didn't you learn this in the training course? Didn't you have a revision 
before the flight?" [She] presses all hard words on you. However, to us, their 
attitude is quite different: “No problem. You can do it. It's simple. Next time 
you will know how to do it. OK? Just little by little. Now, you remember this 
thing goes here, that thing goes there, don't you?" 
Likewise, Grace had such an experience of being treated differently from a male 
co-worker by the purser in her last flight returning to Hong Kong from L.A.: 
Although both of us [Grace and the male FA] made the same mistake, the 
elder sister treated us differently. Actually it was just a very small mistake. A 
passenger requested some water from me so that I got water for her. In 
principle, when we offer water to passengers, we have to use a small tray to 
carry the cups. But at that time I forgot; I just used my hand to hold the cup. 
The elder sister saw me doing that, she shouted at me afterward. However, a 
male crew did the same mistake later on. But the elder sister didn't scold on 
him. She just told him nicely: "Next time you get a tray to carry water. It's not 
good to use the hands." Actually the elder sister said similar words to me but 
her attitude to me was totally different. 
When explaining why there is such a different treatment between genders by the 
pursers, both female and male FA informants gave out similar reasons. They think that 
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the imbalance in the ratio of women to men in the workplace and the convention of 
“opposite-sex attraction" contribute to this unfair phenomenon. In fact, all examples of 
how male FAs receive a better treatment than their female counterparts, particularly the 
cases of Ken and Grace, reflect that pursers have greater expectations on women 
(female juniors) to have a better performance in the service industry; paralleling this, 
they have a greater tolerance for men making mistakes in doing the service tasks. It is 
because women are more culturally expected to be associated with the “domestic 
orientation," they are more expected to be socialized with doing the domestic tasks. 
Finally, women are socialized with the cultural convention that men are generally 
looked up to as leaders or authority figures in the patriarchal system. Thus, pursers' 
double standards of expectation and tolerance on male and female FAs' service 
performance enhance the gender segregation in their social roles. 
Hi. Getting Better Treatment and Resisting "Hard Time，， 
Even though the male FAs can receive better treatment from pursers, it does not 
mean that this will come to them without conditions. All male informants think that 
they have to show their work capacity in order to prove that they deserve a better 
treatment. Ken said: 
I must emphasize that only if your performance impresses other people and 
proves that you “can do it," you will thus receive more credits and more 
chances [from pursers]... I know that many boys are pretty good here. They 
work hard, never act like “I am a man, I don't know how to do it!" Or, 
"Everyone likes me, I needn't do." No, they don't. Many men work hard. 
Ken's statement, “I am a man, I don't know how to do it," reflects on the 
stereotype that men are not associated with the "domestic orientation" and that they are 
not expected to perform "women's work;" therefore, if they do a service task, they may 
not perform it well. However, male FAs utilize such convention of lower expectation 
and the consequential greater tolerance on men performing service tasks as their 
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resources to impress the supervisors: if they work only a bit harder, they can already 
make a good impression on pursers, and hence receive a better treatment and higher 
scores in the performance profile. 
Although female FAs are treated much more strictly by pursers than their male 
counterparts, they do not wait the "hard time" to come, but rather actively find methods 
to prevent it. Acting as agents, they know how to struggle with this corporate norm by 
creating strategies based on previous work experiences. First of all, FAs check who will 
be the chief purser of their flight in the staff computer area in the airline's office before 
going into the pre-flight briefing. In fact, they launch this strategy to give themselves 
psychological preparation of how to deal with the chief purser~in case they meet an 
"infamous" one who is known to generally give a "hard time" to FAs. 
However, it does occasionally happen that FAs have never met the chief purser or 
other cabin pursers before. Thus, FAs exchange information on the pursers among 
themselves. Rachel's last flight was to Bangkok, the purser who supervised the 
economy class cabin was a Thai woman: 
I have heard of this "elder sister," that she seems to be fine with things on the 
surface but may think in a different way in the bottom of her heart. So, when 
I found out that she would be in charge of the E, Y [economy] class, I had 
already prepared myself psychologically. I also told other crews to watch out 
for her. 
In fact, some female FAs are brave enough to subvert the seniority and resist the 
"hard time" given by pursers. Peggy told a story of a Hong Kong Chinese female FA 
who was brave enough to resist: she stopped working, sat down, and refused to do 
anything. She even shouted at the chief purser, a Filipina, who gave her a "hard time:" 
Did you know that if you didn't have this j o b i f Skyhawk Air never hired 
y o u y o u would already be my servant at home! 
Being agents, FAs are conscious of the appropriate social knowledge surrounding 
them by contextualizing the co-presence of people in the social conduct. The case told 
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by Peggy blatantly reflects the interplay of ethnicity, gender, and class in the 
institutionalized hierarchical work setting. The following is a brief overview of the 
socialization of the stereotypical image of Filipinas in Hong Kong to better understand 
the resistance episode above. 
The employment of Filipina domestic helpers in Hong Kong has been a social 
phenomenon since the mid 1980s.54 It is estimated that there are over 130,000 Filipinas 
and that the number is increasing by eighty per day (Chang and Ling 2000:43 citing 
Constable 1997). Most of them work for middle class families, substituting the 
domestic role of the working wives.^^ The minimum monthly salary for the foreign 
maids currently is HK$3670 and is stipulated by the Hong Kong government. Thus, the 
Filipina has been "racialized" of occupying the low-paid and low-skilled domestic 
service (Chang and Ling 2000:36-37) and acquired the stereotypes of servant and lower 
class woman in the Hong Kong society. 
In the episode of "hard time" resistance above, the stereotypical racial roles were 
reversed, as the Hong Kong Chinese female FA became the Filipina chief purser's 
"servant," and was given a "hard time" by her. In order to launch resistance, the Hong 
Kong FA drew upon the social knowledge of the "Filipina's value" in her society, 
reminding the chief purser that she could have become a servant hired by the FA instead 
of a chief purser hired by the airline. The female FA utilized the hierarchy between the 
Hong Kong middle class working women and the Filipina domestic helpers to replace 
54 As noted by Chang and Ling, "[sjince the mid 1980s, Hong Kong has become the second largest 
destination (next to the Middle East) for Filipina migrant workers. From 1975 to 1991, the number of 
Filipina domestic workers in Hong Kong jumped from 1,000 to nearly 66,000" (Chang and Ling 
2000:42-43 citing the Asia-Pacific Mission for Migrant Filipinos 1991). 
55 The Hong Kong government sets the eligibility requirements for Hong Kong employers to hire foreign 
maids: a) "Annual income more than HK$ 186,000;” orb) "Monthly income of more than HK$15,500 for 
the last 6 consecutive months;" or c) "Savings account in the last consecutive months has a term deposit 
balance of more than HK$200,000" (Online-Maid Company. At http://www.online-maid.com/law.htm). 
143 
the one existing between her and the chief purser, in order to put herself on top of the 
chief purser and hence subvert the institutionalized hierarchical work setting. 
Embodying the Socialized Gender Responsibilities 
By investigating the interaction between FAs and their co-workers in the galley 
during rush hours and in the crew rest room, this section analyzes how social agents 
embody the culturally-expected gender responsibilities of being "men" and "women." 
/. Practicing Gender in the Galley 
Body contact happens very often in the galley during rush hours. However, as 
mentioned earlier, both female and male FAs said that they "do not mind," “do not 
care,” and "have no choice" to control this common occurrence. It is because their 
concern about body touch is marginalized by the justification of the constraining 
time-space (rush hour-narrow galley environment) circumstance that they do not think 
they can change. 
Nevertheless, FAs do in fact actively launch preventions to reduce the chance of 
causing body touch and reduce the bad consequence of any touch that occurred. Also, 
female FAs, in particular, "do mind" the touch that they consciously judge is a sexual 
harassment—if it is done intentionally by a lustful colleague. No company guideline 
about sexual harassment has been reported by the FA informants; instead, they have to 
launch their own methods. In fact, the ways of preventing body contact and the 
perspectives on this issue are somewhat gender-specific, reflecting the traditional 
gender relations and responsibilities. 
"Mind your head!" “Don't move!" "Watch out!" The male informants tend to 
consciously speak out in the galley and launch caution warnings to others to avoid any 
body contact or injury. David said that whenever he says "Mind your head!" other 
colleagues will lower their heads immediately. Likewise, Ken said: 
144 
For instance, you are squatting on the floor to do something, but I need to get 
something from above you. I am used to covering your head, [and saying]: 
"Mind your head." Or, “Mind your back," "Don't move,，，“I get something 
first, you don't move." Something like that. The most important thing to keep 
in mind when working in the galley is not to cause any injury. 
Moreover, male FAs also monitor their daily behaviors and language to show that 
they are not lustful men who purposely touch women with bad intentions. Ken said that 
his usual manner of speech and gestures have already shown his colleagues that he is 
"not that kind of person" (a lustful person), in case he really touches a female colleague 
by accident. Leo also said that as long as he does not stare at the woman's particular 
body parts, "everything will be fine." 
Compared to the male FAs who actively prevent themselves from causing body 
contact and attempt to reduce other's suspicion that they may be lustful, many female 
FAs tend to protect themselves from being touched and consciously judge whether a 
touch is a sexual harassment or not. If they think the touch was not done "intentionally," 
they will not mind; otherwise, they will act on it. Iris said that she does not mind 
inadvertent body contact in the galley during rush hours. However, if she notices that 
"someone does it on purpose," she will act on it. 
Women's other method for protecting themselves is their self-alertness of the 
surrounding people, particularly of the "infamous lustful men." Edith said: 
I have heard that there are several male crews that are quite lustful. Actually, 
if any male crew does that, he will become notorious. If I meet him, I will be 
more alert. Well, it is somewhat inescapable if he really wants to do 
something to you. 
The perspectives on the issue of body contact are fundamentally gender-different. 
Men tend to think about this matter from the position that they are the potential 
"harassers," whereas women think of themselves as being "victims." Such gender 
differentiation reflects on the traditional gender personality, in which men are perceived 
as aggressive and powerful, whereas women are inferior and powerless (Bonvillain 
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1998:160-161). Therefore, the difference of gender personality forges the 
gender-specific responsibilities among men and women, in which men are socialized to 
avoid exposing their sexual aggression in the public areas, and women of protecting 
their bodies. 
//'. Practicing Gender in the Crew Rest Room 
The crew rest room is a constrained area, which is tiny and without any facilities 
for privacy——there is no curtain for each bed in the rest room of the standard Boeing 
747-400. 56 More importantly, the spatial arrangement of the rest room is 
"gender-free"^the room is not separated into women's or men's areas. Thus, being 
conscious agents, FAs' practices in the crew rest room embody the culturally-expected 
gender responsibilities, in which women are internalized to shield their bodies in public, 
and men to refrain from revealing their sexual aggression. 
FAs may or may not change their uniforms to sleep. Some women change their 
skirts. Those who do change their uniforms do so in the toilet or in the crew rest room. 
In fact, most female FAs do not think that the presence of male colleagues will bring 
about any inconvenience or embarrassment for them. In contrast, many women think 
that the men are quite considerate of them. Stella said: 
Some boys are very gentlemen, they go to the rest room last, and leave the 
room earlier than us. But some do not; they go there at the same time we 
[female crews] do. But it is not a problem to us. Some girls do not mind; if 
they can see, they see. In fact, we can change our clothes in the toilet. But 
some people are lazy of changing clothes in the toilet; they change in the rest 
room. They can change their skirts under the blanket or put on pants from 
below first, and then remove the skirt on top, although this action is rather 
ugly because you do it in front of a guy or other [female] colleagues. 
However, we treat him as a girl, because you get used to it [the situation], and 
he gets used to it too. 
56 Some aircraft such as the Airbus A340 do have a curtain for each bed to provide some privacy. 
However, the emphasis here is on the FAs，strategies to deal with no privacy, especially since they are 
qualified and routinely fly on all aircraft types throughout their schedule. 
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Such "male-feminization" process described by Stella is a way for female FAs to 
transform the concept of male presence into that of male presence in the form of a 
woman. This transformation indirectly reflects that the male presence is a problem in 
such a constrained terrain, where there is no boundary to separate the "harassers" from 
the “victims.，’ Thus, females have to transmute the male presence into a form of 
"woman" in order to exclude them from the category of harassers, and include them as 
a member of the group of women. Otherwise, Stella thinks that if the female worker 
“keeps thinking that he is a guy," she will feel very "uncomfortable" and in an 
"inconvenient" situation. 
In fact, the male FAs are also conscious that their presence may bring about 
inconvenience to their female counterparts in the constrained crew rest room, so that 
they usually go to the rest room late. Leo said: 
The rest room is very small so it's not convenient [for one sex to change 
clothes in the co-presence of the opposite sex]. I go there later, just wait until 
the girls change their clothes. Perhaps they don't mind, but I have to be smart 
[Cantonese original: ‘‘ 自己要酉星水,,].It is not taught by anyone, I personally 
have already thought this way. But I also know that there are [male FAs going 
to the rest room later]. 
The male and female FAs' practices in the crew rest room show that both genders 
consciously build a sexual distance between the opposite sexes in such a "gender-free" 
area. 
The male FAs realize the gender responsibility for them not to expose any sexual 
aggression to women in public and the norm that it is inconvenient and immoral for 
men to be co-present in a situation where women are changing clothes. Thus, they 
consciously choose to go to the room later and leave earlier in order to form a sexual 
distance from women and uphold the morality between the opposite sexes. They want 
to show that they are not lustful people and avoid being involved in any form of sexual 
harassment. 
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On the contrary, although female FAs say that they do not mind a man being 
present in the room while they are changing clothes, as a matter of fact they do 
consciously understand the norm of not showing their bodies in front of men, and hence 
use different methods to form a sexual distance between the two parties. As discussed 
in Chapter 4, a woman's body is a restricted area that cannot be seen by other people 
(Tarn, personal communication 2002), the female FAs' practices in the rest room 
embody women's gender responsibility of shielding their bodies in public. For instance, 
their choice of going to the toilet to change clothes is so that they can have privacy and 
at the same time get away from the inconvenience and embarrassment of male presence 
in the context of women changing their clothes. Furthermore, female FAs change 
clothes under the blanket covers or by using pants as a strategy to form a boundary 
between their restricted body parts and the external environment. These materials help 
to ensure that their bodies are not exposed to the public's view. 
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Chapter 6. Embodying Gender and Ethnicity: 
Interacting with Passengers 
This chapter focuses on the interaction between Skyhawk Air FAs and passengers 
in the cabin. Since the passengers come from all over the world, their cultural 
interpretations of gender may differ or even contradict with those of FAs. Thus, 
tensions and conflicts often emerge between the two parties. This chapter focuses on 
the subjectivity of the Hong Kong Chinese FAs in these encounters, and how they draw 
upon appropriate resources to carry out strategic conducts to deal with passengers. It 
thus examines the FAs, agency in embodying the interplay of gender, ethnicity, and the 
hierarchical corporate culture in an international work setting, and in the process how 
FAs reinforce norms of gender relation and responsibility. 
Since most of my informants are women and most of the data concerns the 
interaction between female FAs and male passengers, this chapter will center on the 
relationship between these two parties. It particularly presents these salient points for 
in-depth analysis, such as the physical distance FAs maintain from passengers, violence, 
sexual harassment, as well as courtship. 
Teaching the Relationship with Passengers 
This section illustrates the airline's "normalizing judgment" on the importance of 
establishing an appropriate relationship between the service workers and customers for 
profit-seeking. As mentioned in Chapter 4, Skyhawk Air emphasizes on the workers' 
delivery of superior service to customers because it believes that only good service can 
win customers' loyalty and differentiate this airline from its competitors. In the process 
of capitalist labor production, Skyhawk not only teaches the FAs the philosophy of 
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providing a humanized service to passengers, but most importantly, it educates them to 
have an appropriate service attitude towards passengers, who should be served and 
treated as "bosses." The logic is simple: if passengers do not choose this airline, FAs 
will not have this job and a salary. To this, Victoria added the following requirements: 
Passengers are our bosses. We have to be polite, pleasant, patient, and 
cheerful to them. We have to deliver everything requested by them in a fast 
speed and with good quality. 
Such service attitude produces an asymmetric relationship between the passengers 
and FAs, with the former ones being on top and the latter ones on the bottom. Since 
passengers are the bosses, FAs must be deferent to any command requested by them. 
For instance, if a passenger requests a blanket, even though the FA is busy distributing 
headsets, she or he has to respond to this order in a fast speed with a smile. Recall how 
FAs commented on the "artificial" smile performance to passengers in the section 
"Smile War" in Chapter 4. Although FAs find passengers troublesome for ordering 
something during their busy times, they cannot blacken their faces or reject the 
passengers' commands, but rather have to repress their genuinely unpleasant emotions 
in the bottom of their hearts and force a smiling face to them. FAs are required to do so 
by the airline, and are graded (through CPP) and/or scolded on by pursers for 
non-compliance. The social implication of service workers' smiles implies that the 
niceness from smiling can enhance the delivery of workers' deference to customers, 
which affirms the asymmetric relationship between them (Hochschild 1983:167-168). 
Skyhawk utilizes female FAs，smile performance to add to male passengers' fantasy of 
giving commands to inferior, complying female workers. However, the company's 
requirement on its staff of deference and niceness to customers is not accepted without 
contestation. For instance, a male passenger wants to call a female FA to request a drink. 
Instead of verbally calling her or making a requesting gesture, the passenger touches 
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her buttock because his internalized gender concept tells him that a man can do this 
even to a strange woman. The FA, however, may consider this behavior as sexual 
harassment because she may be socialized with an opposite cultural norm that touching 
another person's, especially an unfamiliar person's, restricted (sexualized) body part is 
an immoral behavior. In this case, the FA may warn the passenger, seek help from her 
supervisor, and even sue the harasser, instead of being deferent to such body touch. 
Due to the traveling nature of the occupation, FAs meet different nationalities and 
personalities of passengers in every single flight. However, FAs themselves are agents 
of their particular cultures, who bring along their cultural knowledge to “go on with" 
(i.e. "discursively formulate," Giddens 1984:23) their work life. Therefore, the 
multi-racial cabin environment becomes an interesting setting to investigate the 
contradictions caused by the intersection of different cultural interpretations over 
concepts such as gender. The following sections illustrate how the Hong Kong Chinese 
female FAs examine the social conducts occurring in the cabin involving other 
individuals, with their cultural knowledge as resources to make the appropriate 
interaction with them within the cultural boundary which the FAs are willing to accept 
or not. 
Maintaining a Physical Distance from Passengers 
An aircraft's cabin is a constraining environment with tight seat spaces, tiny 
galleys, and narrow aisles. As discussed in Chapter 5, body touch among FAs happens 
quite often in the galley during the rush hours of preparing meals. Outside the galley, 
FAs speed up serving passengers as well. Then, how do they perceive the body touch 
with passengers as compared to the body touch with co-workers, who usually do not 
mind it? Peggy gave the following opinion: 
151 
"To be fast" is the mission; you cannot talk of "being fast" if you mind too 
much [the body touch with passengers]. Since the aisle is very narrow, you 
will not think about the problem of [close] distance. Unless the passenger 
straightens his hand very intentionally and his action seems to me as an attack, 
I will not care of keeping a distance from passengers. 
Once again, the narrow work environment combined with the mission of speeding up 
the service delivery reduce FAs' care of keeping a physical distance from passengers. 
FAs say that if the passenger does not touch them on purpose, they would not mind, 
because they understand that the constraining time-space circumstance makes any 
slight body touch unavoidable. However, female FAs do feel uncomfortable of getting 
touched by passengers, especially by the male ones. Rachel said: 
Sometimes, when I am walking in the aisle and a man is walking toward me, 
our backs touch each other [as he tries to pass through, since the aisle is very 
narrow]. I find it [the feeling of touching] quite "ugly"! [embarrassing]^^ I 
had better let him go first... On the contrary, I do not have this [discomfort] 
with women. 
In fact, female FAs do not wait for the uncomfortable body touch with passengers 
to happen, but rather actively launch methods to protect their bodies. Victoria described 
her protection methods in the following ways: 
The most important thing is to protect the chest. If the passenger is walking 
towards you, you turn your body a bit... Or, [if the passenger is stuck in the 
aisle,] I will say: "Excuse me, excuse me" [to ask the passenger to give you 
room] to walk through. When I move the trolley in the aisle and some 
passengers' hands fly away from their seats, I will say: "Excuse me, excuse 
me," and wait for them to take back their hands. If they hear you, they will do 
so. If they have an intention [to harass you and not take back their hands], you 
have no solution... [If the passenger is a woman, will your alertness become 
lesser?] Of course, because we are all women! 
"Protecting the chest" is important to the female FAs as they walk in the aisle. Grace 
also mentioned that when she sees someone walking toward her in the cabin, she turns 
her body a bit and sometimes even covers her chest with her hands to walk. Grace 
57 "Ugly," original "what daht"(核突）in Cantonese. It means "embarrassing" in the current context. 
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stressed that “it is common sense" to protect one's own body as a defensive behavior 
not only in the cabin but also in public areas. 
In short, even though female FAs said that they do not mind the slight body touch 
with passengers, they consciously judge whether the touch imposed on them was done 
on purpose. The statements of informants above show that they actively maintain a 
physical distance from passengers by covering their chests to walk, giving way to 
passengers to walk first, turning their bodies a bit, and so on, in order to prevent their 
body parts, especially the chest which is culturally considered a restricted body area, 
from being touched by others. Their behaviors once again embody the underlying 
cultural concept of women's gender responsibility of protecting their bodies in public. 
Also, female FAs are more alert of maintaining a physical distance from male 
passengers rather than females, reflecting that they are socialized with the traditional 
view on gender values of the patriarchal system, in which men are perceived as being 
more "aggressive" than women so that they are more likely to become "harassers" than 
women. Thus, female FAs tend to be more alert of the behaviors of male passengers. 
In-Flight Violence 
This section examines two in-flight violence incidents in the cabin involving two 
Hong Kong Chinese female FAs, one caused by a Japanese and the other by a Korean 
passenger. It analyzes how the FAs acted as cultural agents to deal with the encounters, 
and sheds light on the notion that the interplay of gender, ethnicity, and the hierarchical 
corporate culture is at the core of the interaction, which occurs chronically between FAs 
and passengers in the multi-racial cabin environment. In this section, all informants will 
remain anonymous in order to protect their identities. 
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Before examining the violence incidents, it is worth investigating how the 
Japanese FA informants perceive the concepts of gender in their culture. The notions of 
asymmetric gender relations and gender segregated social roles are long lasting and 
have profound roots in the Japanese culture. A Japanese male FA commented that in his 
culture, "men traditionally give commands" while "women should obey men's 
commands." This gender relation is commonly manifested in different aspects of their 
society. A Japanese female FA said: 
In the Japanese society, not only in the airlines but also in the offices, if your 
boss is a man [and you are a woman], [if] you make any mistake, he may hit 
you and beat your forearm strongly. 
The Japanese men are stereotyped with a chauvinistic image. They are the 
protectors and breadwinners of the family. Whereas, women are culturally expected to 
be deferent, and restricted to the domestic sphere. The flight attendant occupation in 
this society concretely manifests the cultural norms of gender relations and roles. The 
Japanese FA informants find that since Japanese people prefer women to perform 
service tasks, the occupation of flight attendant, as a typical work of service delivery, is 
generally predominated by women in their society. One Japanese male FA said: 
Most Japanese men would like the flight attendants to be females. Inside 
people's minds, only females are suitable for being the workers for serving 
other people [suitable for being service workers]. So, it is a typical women's 
work. 
However, the preference for women to be flight attendants does not mean that the 
passengers can only see women working in the cabins of Japanese airlines. In fact, there 
are Japanese male cabin crews. They are just present in a different context~men are 
present to be the "leaders" of flight attendants who are mostly women. This asymmetric 
positioning arrangement thus satisfies the cultural expectations of appropriate gender 
relations in the Japanese society. A female FA commented: 
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The Japanese airlines do employ men as cabin crews, but they are mostly 
pursers. Or, they work as [junior] crews for a little while and then jump to 
become leaders. They don't serve passengers in the cabin, but work in the 
galley. Their work is to handle the violent passengers as well. 
In fact, not only this particular positioning arrangement can reflect the asymmetric 
gender relations of the Japanese culture, but the female attendants' experiences in 
interacting with passengers, especially the male ones, also reflects this asymmetry in 
the Japanese flights. The FA continued: 
The Japanese [male] passengers hit the [female] crews' hips. When I am 
passing by their seats, if they want something, they just hit my arm or hip 
instead of calling my name or saying "Excuse me." This happens to me 
commonly... As a matter of fact, if they get on any American airline, they 
cannot have such behavior. I know a lot of Japanese [male] passengers who 
get into trouble [because of this behavior]. Well, I think it is a cultural matter. 
Her comment that the Japanese men get into trouble due to their cultural-specific 
and gender-related behavior reflects that there is a tension emerging from the 
intersection of different cultural interpretations on gender relations in the multi-racial 
workplace. The Hong Kong Chinese FAs also consciously find a difference between 
the cultures of Hong Kong, Japan, and Korea over the concepts of gender. A Hong 
Kong male FA finds that the behavior of Japanese and Korean male passengers 
touching the women's hips embodies the "chauvinism" of their cultures: 
The Koreans and Japanese come from a culture of chauvinism. They touch 
[the female] crews' buttocks naturally when the crews pass by their seats. I 
think that some of them do it just because they want to touch you. But we all 
have names and nametags hanging on the uniforms. I think they should 
respect themselves and us as well. 
As a Hong Kong young man who grew up in a comparatively equal gender 
environment, he is aware that the behavior of touching a woman's hip is unacceptable 
in his society. Such behavior can be considered as sexual harassment and bring about a 
legal accusation on the harasser. Thus, the Hong Kong male FA finds the Japanese and 
Korean male passengers' touching behavior very inappropriate. The following two 
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violence incidents were told by two Hong Kong Chinese FA informants. The first was 
told by a male and the second one by a female. 
Story 1 
In the Airbus model plane, there is a small platform next to the arm of the seat. 
I have heard one story that a [Hong Kong Chinese] female crew stepped on 
the platform to get something. At that time, a Korean man was sitting on that 
seat. You know, the Korean men are traditionally very chauvinistic. So, he 
pushed the crew down to the floor. She went back to the galley and told the 
purser. However, the purser was a Korean too. This [female] purser didn't 
care about her at all because she has taken this kind of matter for granted. 
Story 2 
A Japanese man requested hot Japanese wine from a Hong Kong female crew. 
Then, the crew gave the wine to him. But he suddenly hit the crew's arm 
strongly. The crew asked him: "Why did you hit me?" This man spoke a lot of 
things in Japanese. The crew could not understand so that she went to the 
galley and looked for a Japanese crew for translation. 
The fact was that the Japanese man found the wine not hot enough so he 
didn't like it. However, the Hong Kong crew felt very insulted of being hit. 
She thought that it was unacceptable for him to hit her and for her to bear his 
dissatisfaction with the wine temperature since it was really hot. Then the 
Hong Kong crew looked for the purser and told her this matter. The purser, a 
Hong Kong female, found the passenger's behavior too extreme. Then these 
three people [the insulted Hong Kong female crew, the Japanese female crew, 
and the Hong Kong female purser] approached the passenger together. The 
purser asked the Japanese crew for translation and asked the passenger why 
he was so angry. After she knew the fact, she started to say in English, "Our 
Hong Kong girls cannot be hit by passengers. We do not allow this behavior 
to occur in flight." But the Japanese crew rejected to translate this, because 
she thought that the passenger would be very angry of hearing that. So these 
three people started arguing among themselves. 
Finally, this Japanese crew told the passenger what the purser said. After 
hearing what she said, the passenger explained his behavior: "I am used to 
taking business class in the airlines of Japan. I often treat the women [the 
crews] in this way; I hit them, scold on them, and call them to do things for 
me. If they cannot perform well, I hit them; if they make a mistake, they have 
to kneel on the floor to apologize to me! I am not used to sitting here!" [The 
passenger was sitting in economy class in that Skyhawk Air flight] After 
hearing what he said, the purser thought that it is not good to spoil passengers 
to [the extent that they will] do such [aggressive] behavior in flight. So she 
asked the passenger to apologize to the crew. Finally, he did. 
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These two incidents reflect on the conflict caused by the intersection of different 
cultural perspectives on the concepts of gender. It is clear that the Korean and the 
Japanese men's aggressive behaviors towards the female FAs was due to their 
"take-for-granted" attitude based on asymmetric gender relations of their cultures. The 
Korean man pushed the FA down to the floor because he thought that the woman's 
action^stepping on the platform—made her position to be higher than his. This action 
connoted the violation of asymmetric gender relations in the Korean culture, in which 
men are always on top of (in a superior position than) women. Since the female FA 
stepped on the platform, the Korean man seemed to be below a woman. Thus, he felt 
insulted and pushed the FA down to the floor. 
In the second case, the Japanese man hit the FA's arm strongly because he was 
dissatisfied with the woman's performance of warming the wine. He explained that his 
behavior was because he was used to taking the Japanese airlines, meaning that he got 
used to the fact that the female FAs would continue to perform the cultural expectation 
of women's unconditional deference to men. Thus, he thought that he had all the rights 
to punish the Skyhawk female FA if she could not satisfy his expectation, by bringing 
along his specific cultural perspective to other airlines besides those of Japan. 
Eventually, the passenger's behavior caused trouble to himself. 
When the Korean and Japanese men carried their cultural interpretations on 
gender relations to interact with other individuals who came from different cultures, 
conflicts were raised. In these two stories, both insulted Hong Kong Chinese female 
FAs reported their violent encounters to the pursers spontaneously. This is because they 
are socialized with the comparatively gender-equal concept in Hong Kong and with the 
cultural knowledge that they have the right to negotiate with the people who make 
unreasonably violent and aggressive behaviors towards them. Therefore, the Hong 
157 
Kong Chinese FAs perceived that the Japanese and Korean male passengers' behaviors 
crossed over the Hong Kong cultural boundary of gender relations which they are 
willing to accept. Thus, they did not suppress the encounters, but actively looked for 
ways to fight against the passengers' violent behaviors. At the same time, the FAs were 
also conscious of their comparatively inferior position to the passengers, since the 
airline urges on the appropriate asymmetric relationship between service workers and 
customers. The two inferior FAs thus looked for help from the higher-ranking pursers. 
The FA of the second case even realized her language barrier and hence sought a 
translator for assistance. As a matter of fact, both insulted FAs knew of the empowering 
resources provided in the flights~the higher-ranking pursers and the native 
Japanese-speaking F A t h a t could offer them relevant help to deal with the 
constraining social conducts with the passengers. 
However, these empowering resources were also influenced by outside constraints, 
which are the hierarchical positioning system of Skyhawk Air and other cultural 
agents' insistence on abiding by their cultural interpretations of gender. In the first case, 
the inferior female FA's enabling resource was affected by two constraints. First, the 
Korean purser, acting as a cultural agent as well, abided by the same norm of 
asymmetric gender relationship as the Korean passenger so that she did not offer her 
help to the insulted junior. Second, the corporate culture of seniority is strictly defined 
in Skyhawk so that the inferior FA did not dare to confront the purser even though she 
was being inconsiderate and unhelpful. Therefore, the insulted FA could not utilize her 
rights in practice to negotiate the conflict with the Korean passenger. 
In the second case, the Hong Kong Chinese FA realized that she could look for a 
native Japanese-speaking colleague for language assistance. However, this enabling 
resource also stalled at one point. The Japanese FA, acting as a cultural agent, also 
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abided by the conventional view on gender relations of the same culture as the 
passenger's. Thus, she was unwilling to translate the purser's warning to the passenger, 
as she understood that it would violate the cultural boundary of how appropriate gender 
relations should be among the Japanese. However, compared to the first case, the 
higher-ranking purser in this flight was a Hong Kong female. Sharing the same cultural 
concept of comparative gender equality, the purser fully supported the Hong Kong 
Chinese FA. Due to her higher position in the hierarchical work organization, the purser 
forced the junior Japanese crew to do the translation. Finally, the insulted Hong Kong 
Chinese FA "won" by receiving an apology. 
These two violence incidents reflect that at the core of the interaction between FAs, 
passengers, and co-workers is the intersection of different cultural interpretations on the 
concepts of gender. Each cultural agent drew upon his or her cultural interpretation of 
gender relations as a resource to deal with the other agents. Their cultural knowledge 
could help them strategically interact with the constraining social encounters. However, 
when they carried out these socialized concepts, they also helped to reinforce the 
convention of the norms of their respective cultures. 
Sexual Harassment 
The interplay of gender, ethnicity, and the hierarchical corporate culture also 
occurs over the issue of sexual harassment. This section identifies three different kinds 
of harassment experienced by the Hong Kong Chinese female FAs in the cabins of 
Skyhawk. Instead of discussing whether sexual harassment is common in the 
workplace, this section will focus on how FAs perceive and deal with harassment. It 
thus analyzes the FAs, agency in embodying the gender responsibility and rights in the 
mainstream Hong Kong culture. 
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From my interviews with the Skyhawk FA informants, the female FAs are more 
subject to the problem of sexual harassment from passengers than their male 
counterparts. Also, since the female FAs could provide more examples and opinions, 
this section will center on the women's perceptions of this issue. The three types of 
sexual harassment can be summarized as follows. 
Verbal Harassment 
Female FAs think that verbal sexual harassment takes place when someone "talks 
something too extreme [about sex],，，"talks about one's sex experience," or "whatever 
topics about sex." In fact, if the conversation carries a sexual connotation, they deem it 
verbal harassment. Victoria gave a story: 
I have heard of a case that two Hong Kong men together harassed her [a 
female FA] verbally in the flight when she was distributing the meals and 
asked them what they preferred to eat. One told her: "three tastes."^^ Later, 
when she intended to collect their food trays, the other said: "Are you 
hurrying me?"^^ 
Optical Harassment 
Female FAs also said that sexual harassment can be "the way the passenger eyes 
you." Grace had such encounters of her chest being eyed on: 
I have come across some passengers staring at the important part of my body, 
my chest. I could sense their eyes looking at me. Then, when I walked by 
their seats, I would walk faster to avoid [their gaze . 
Peggy said that she knew a female colleague who came across an optical sexual 
harassment from a passenger in the following way: He stared at her body from head to 
58 "Three tastes," original "saam meih"(三味）is slang for "prostitution" in Cantonese. It implies three 
different types of sexual intercourse that a prostitute does to the client. 
59 "Are you hurrying mtT original "neih cheui ngoh?"(“你催我？”）in Cantonese. "Cheui," refers to the 
character “催,，，which means "hurry," and has the same pronunciation as “吹 ,” meaning "blow." 
However, “吹” also carries the meaning of doing oral sex. Thus, the Hong Kong Chinese FA understood 
that the passenger's sentence was actually carrying a sexual connotation. 
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toe, then raised his head to look at her face again, and asked for the "numbers 
measurements]" of her body figure. Peggy stressed: "It is already sexual harassment!" 
Physical Harassment 
Female FAs said that what they mean by physical sexual harassment is that they 
can feel that the passenger touches them intentionally. Rachel said: 
If someone touches your body instead of addressing your name, I think it is [a 
sexual harassment]. Why does he have to touch your body to call you? If he 
touches my back, I already think it is very strange, let alone the buttock. 
In fact, FAs think that their bodies being touched by male passengers is the most 
common physical harassment occurring in the workplace. Rachel said: 
I have heard a lot of cases [of sexual harassment]. Generally it is when the 
people touch your buttock when you pass by their seats. One of my friends 
had such an experience. She said that when she was walking by a Japanese 
man, he wanted to call her. Instead of calling her by mouth, he hit her buttock, 
and my friend immediately gave him a stern gaze. 
Joyce said that she has heard that "the Korean men like doing so [sexual harassment]," 
and she had a story as follows: 
I have heard of a case that a Korean man touched a hungje's buttock. She 
complained to the "elder sister" [the purser]. But the "elder sister" was a 
Korean too. She didn't care of her, just told the crew that this matter is very 
common! 
Besides the buttocks, other parts of the body such as the chest and hands are also 
targets for sexual harassment. Iris said: “Most male passengers are very lustful." She 
had experiences that when she gave something to male passengers, their hands touched 
her chest. Iris said that when female FAs find someone lustful, they will tell each other 
to watch out for the particular passenger. Doris had an encounter with a drunken 
passenger who touched another female FAs，chest and hands: 
This matter happened during the boarding time. A white man seemed to be 
very drunk when he was on board. A female colleague who served in that 
area complained that he touched her chest. Later, whenever we passed by his 
seat, we also felt that he wanted to catch your hand. Since he seemed to be 
very drunk, we told our ISM for that flight. The ISM was a man. You know, if 
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this drunken passenger goes to the cockpit and makes a mess there in the 
middle of the flight, all people in the plane will be in danger. So, the ISM 
forced the passenger to get off the plane. 
Likewise, Grace personally came across a harassment that was targeted on her hands: 
Once I walked by a seat of an Indian-Pakistani looking [Cantonese original: 
“E卩巴籍”]man, he stopped me and requested some fruits. In fact, I was not 
serving in this area, I was just passing by. But he told me that he had already 
requested fruits from one crew but she did not return. Because I didn't want 
him to make a complaint to my colleague, I got two apples for him. When I 
approached him again, he caught my hands while talking to me. 
Because I wanted to calm him down and solve the problem, I kept talking to 
him. However, as we talked and talked, I sensed that something went wrong. 
Why did he catch my hands and keep touching me? His strange behavior 
really made me think that he was sexually harassing me. 
Then, I reported to the ISM. The ISM was a Hong Kong woman, she told me 
not to care about this passenger anymore一if he requested anything again, 
don't give it to him; don't approach this man again. 
Sexual harassment obviously occurs in the FAs，workplace. However, informants 
mentioned that the airline does not officially teach them how to deal with the 
encounters. Thus, the FAs have to find their own solutions to protect themselves. The 
female FAs think that they have to be more alert and exchange information about the 
harassers among other colleagues. These behaviors embody that they are socialized 
with the underlying cultural concept of a woman's gender responsibility of protecting 
her body in the public areas from outside harassment. Edith said: 
We can only be more careful, be more alert when walking in the aisle. Also, 
we will tell other colleagues to watch out for a particular person with his seat 
number. 
However, some stories above also reflect that the Hong Kong Chinese female FAs 
realize their gender rights, which are given from their comparatively gender-equal 
Hong Kong culture, and therefore they spoke out and spontaneously reported their 
harassment encounters to the pursers. At the same time, the junior FAs were also 
conscious of their inferior and powerless position compared to the passengers, who are 
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considered their "bosses" since the airline emphasizes on the appropriate asymmetric 
relationship between service workers and customers. Thus, being cultural agents, the 
FAs looked for help from the higher-ranking pursers. Nevertheless, such an 
empowering resource may be influenced by outside constraints such as the hierarchical 
corporate culture and ethnicity, so that the result of whether the insulted FAs could 
charge the harassers thus depended on the chief and cabin pursers' willingness to offer 
their active and supportive help to the juniors. 
Joyce's story obviously shows that the Korean purser, acting as a cultural agent 
herself, abided by the same cultural knowledge of asymmetric gender relations as the 
Korean harasser, having been socialized with the common body touch caused by the 
Korean men. Therefore, the purser rejected to offer any help to the insulted Hong Kong 
Chinese FA. In Grace's personal encounter of being harassed through her hands, the 
Hong Kong female chief purser instructed her not to approach and care about the 
harasser again. Although the chief purser did not warn or charge the passenger actively, 
she did try to protect her junior by telling her not to approach the harasser again and by 
giving her the liberty to disregard any other requests from the passenger, a behavior that 
would normally be disapproved by pursers and the airline alike. Finally, Doris' story of 
the drunken harasser shows that the male chief purser was the most active one to 
negotiate with the lustful and dangerous passenger一he forced the troublemaker to get 
off the plane一taking into account both the widespread harassment of many FAs and 
his responsibility for passenger safety. 
In short, the sexual harassment stories above show that the Hong Kong Chinese 
female FAs actively sought the boundary of passengers' behaviors that they thought 
were acceptable or not, based on their cultural concepts of gender. They consciously 
judged and defined whether the passengers' physical, verbal, and optical behaviors 
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were a form of sexual harassment. If so, depending on the seriousness of the harassment, 
they chose to modify the airline's service requirement, such as not approaching the 
passenger anymore and returning a "stern gaze" to the lustful man, or to look for the 
relevant empowering resources to negotiate with the harassers actively and directly. 
The Hong Kong Chinese female FAs’ behaviors embodied that they realized their 
gender rights as well as were internalized with the underlying cultural concept of 
gender responsibility. 
In-Flight Courtship 
This section analyzes the relationship between the Hong Kong Chinese female 
FAs，agency and the sexual morality of the mainstream culture by illustrating how the 
FAs deal with passengers' courtship and perceive other ethnic FAs' initiative in 
pursuing men as inappropriate. As discussed in Chapter 2, flight attendants carry a 
negative stereotype of sex icons in the Hong Kong public discourse. Due to the 
traveling nature of the occupation, they are required to "be away from home," so that 
they may be "out of control in the outports." At the same time, they are exposed to 
many different kinds of people, such as rich businessmen and handsome crew. Thus, 
FAs are frequently suspected of being sexually immoral, such as by engaging in 
prostitution and a “wild life" or being unfaithful to their significant others, who are 
concerned that they will be "pursued and taken" by other men at work. In order to avoid 
these negative suspicions, FAs discipline and modify the activities in their work life. 
This section further examines the FAs’ experiences in interacting with the courtship 
from passengers that occurs in the cabin, which embody how FAs are governed by the 
norm of sexual morality. 
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Skyhawk female FAs admit that courtship from male passengers commonly 
happens in the workplace. Edith even stressed that if the FA is more active, "there will 
be more chances for her." However, many Hong Kong Chinese female FAs, especially 
the ones with less work experience, hold a negative perspective to this "offer." Rachel 
said that in-flight courtship is a "childish" behavior (Cantonese original: “兒戲，，） 
because the FA and the pursuer know each other "only for one single flight.” Even 
though the Hong Kong Chinese FAs do not treat the passengers' courtship seriously, 
when they are approached by passengers asking for contact methods or giving business 
cards to them, FAs usually do not reject such simple offers; they tactically act as 
"sexually desirable mates" to please their "bosses" due to the airline's normalizing 
judgment on their duty of establishing a good relationship with customers. Here is a 
story told by Edith: 
Once in a Taipei flight, while I was working in the galley, suddenly a female 
crew came in. She looked so tense that I asked her what was wrong with her. 
She said: “I am dying! The [male] passenger seems to be very angry. I am so 
worried, I don't know what he wants!" Basically she was afraid that this 
passenger would scold on her. Then she said: “I will go outside and approach 
him once more." She took a drink with her and approached this passenger 
again. Later, she seemed to be less tense, I asked her what was going on with 
her before. She replied: "In the very beginning, I was so worried that he 
intended to hit me because he suddenly held my arm. But when I approached 
him again, he talked to me: 'Miss, you are so pretty. Could I make friends 
with you? Could you give your email address to me?" I asked her whether she 
had given her email address to him, she said she did. I asked her: "Aren't you 
afraid [of giving it to him]?" She said: "It doesn't matter. I have so many 
email addresses that I just gave the one which I seldom check to him!" 
This episode clearly shows the triangular relationship between the FA's agency, 
the cultural standard of what attitude a woman should have toward the courtship from 
others, as well as the airline's profit-seeking interest of requiring FAs to be nice to 
passengers. The FA found that the male passenger seemed to be angry and wanted to hit 
her, she felt "forced" to approach him again and try to please him with a drink. In the 
end, the male passenger asked her for an email address in order to keep contact with this 
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“pretty woman" in the future. Edith's question, "Aren't you afraid [of giving your email 
address to him]?" clearly implies the appropriate standard of opposite-sex relationship 
in the Hong Kong culture. This particularly highlights the moral standard of being a 
"good woman," in which a woman should affirm her gender responsibility of governing 
her sexuality in public as well as protecting herself from strange people, since she is 
culturally defined as a potential victim from outside harassment. Thus, it is 
inappropriate for a woman to share her personal privacy with a strange man, who is 
likely to be defined as a harasser in the culture. If anything negative happens to her, she 
will bear all faults because she violates this norm, and may even be demeaned as a 
"loose woman." Thus, Edith's consciousness of "being afraid o f giving an email 
address to a strange man shows that cultural norms govern the FAs' attitude toward the 
interpersonal relationship with passengers. 
However, the episode above also shows that the FA (Edith's friend) was actually in 
a dilemma between the constraining cultural rules and the company's mission of 
pleasing customers. Being an agent, the FA was strategically deferent to the male 
passenger's request by giving him an email address which she seldom checked, 
meaning that she could protect herself by ignoring the passenger's potential harassment 
in the future. Such strategy allowed the FA to balance the cultural rule of gender 
responsibility of not becoming a "loose woman" for giving out her private information 
to a strange man with the airline's service requirement of being deferent to customers' 
orders. At the same time, if she had given out her personal information, she could have 
reinforced the stereotype that FAs are "sex icons" in the Hong Kong public discourse 
(see Chapter 2). Therefore, this constraining gender norm became an empowering 
resource for her to separate herself from this stereotype. 
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Besides being asked for an email address, Skyhawk female FAs have a common 
encounter of receiving business cards from male passengers. Most of them perceive this 
behavior as an embodiment of passengers' interest in them. Monica, who has nine years 
of experience behind her, admitted that she has received “a lot of business cards." Carol 
also commented that “men have a desire for hungje; otherwise, they won't give their 
business cards to us." FAs said that this practice happens in all cabin classes and the 
business card givers "come from almost every occupation," but belong to "at least the 
managerial level." In order to maintain politeness and uphold the airline's service 
mission, FAs usually receive the cards given to them. Even though some of them keep 
the cards, most of them never contact the card-givers afterward. Edith said: 
I will take and keep the card just because of politeness, although I will not 
contact him afterward. Because I know that I am not the "only one" [who will 
receive his business card]. 
Carol also said that she accepts the business cards given to her: "Just take it and say: 
'Nice to meet you,' that's all." She never contacts the card-givers in the future since she 
thinks that "it is dangerous to do so." Although in theory the FA could utilize the 
business card to check the passenger's real identity, women are socialized and governed 
by the gender norm that they must protect themselves from strangers. 
Once again, the female FAs，practice and attitude toward the male passengers' 
behavior of giving out business cards embody the FAs，agency in dealing with the 
contradiction that emerges from four constraints: the moral standard of opposite-sex 
relationship, the cultural expectation on women's gender responsibility, the social 
speculation of sexual morality among FAs in the public discourse, as well as the 
airline's service requirement. In order not to risk customer satisfaction and loyalty, 
Skyhawk never prohibits FAs of receiving customers' business cards or exchanging 
their emails. This unwritten labor policy implicitly constructs the image of "sexually 
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desirable mates" of FAs since they do not reject customers' demands. However, 
because of the existence of a cultural standard of being a "good woman" and the norm 
of affirming her gender responsibility for protecting herself from strange people's 
harassment, FAs find it "dangerous" and reject to follow up contact with the card-givers. 
This behavior also embodies that they strategically try to draw a boundary from being 
sex icons and "loose women" among flight attendants in the Hong Kong public 
discourse. 
Lastly, the intertwining relationship between FAs, agency, cultural standard of 
opposite-sex relationship, and the airline's service target also reflects on how the Hong 
Kong Chinese female FAs make a boundary between themselves and other ethnic 
colleagues on the question of what appropriate behavior a woman should have when 
approaching male passengers in the cabin. They accuse their colleagues of other 
ethnicities, such as Japanese and Filipinas, of serving customers in inappropriate ways. 
Doris asserted that "some crews are really coque t t i sh .She has seen a Japanese 
FA wearing an open-collar shirt, putting her body forward to talk with a male passenger 
in "an abnormally close distance." Carol described how she has seen Japanese FAs 
seduce passengers with the following behavior: 
They hang the pens on the open-collar shirts and that makes their collars very 
low. They like doing so! They claim that it is for the sake of work! In fact, 
carrying a pen is indeed helpful for work. But, what they do [hanging a pen 
on the open-collar shirt] is not something convenient for work. They can put 
the pens inside their pockets, right? It is so obvious for what purpose they do 
so! 
The Hong Kong Chinese female FA informants think that the reason some of their 
counterparts have such seducing behaviors is because they intend to find a marriage 
60 "Coquettish," original "haau"(姣）in Cantonese. 
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prospect within the men in the cabin, such as passengers and pilots, who are supposedly 
"rich." Victoria said: 
I have heard "elder sisters" saying that some crews such as the Filipinas 
cannot earn this amount of salary in their [home] countries. Of course, if they 
can work here [as FAs], they should have "good qualities" [i.e. pretty faces 
and good body figures]. So the "elder sisters" said that they "have a goal" of 
being here. Looking in the real life, they are really married with rich men. 
They like to stick around rich passengers and pilots, and go out with them. 
However, it seldom happens among the Hong Kong girls. 
On the other hand, Peggy said that she often hears that "the Japanese crews like looking 
for pilots to be husbands;" therefore, they like “to stick to pilots:" 
They do something very obvious. For instance, in outports, they knock on the 
pilots' rooms and ask them to go out. I don't mean their behaviors are all 
related to sex but they are much more active [to approach pilots] compared to 
the Hong Kong crews. I seldom hear of this occurring among the Hong Kong 
crews. 
Although the Hong Kong Chinese female FAs understand the airline's service 
requirement of being nice and deferent to customers, it does not mean that it is accepted 
without contestation. Their accusation of other ethnic colleagues' inappropriate 
behaviors in approaching passengers shows that they are conscious of the cultural 
differences in the opposite-sex relationship. More importantly, it reflects the particular 
Hong Kong gender ideology of what kind of interaction should be appropriate between 
a woman and strangers. Being governed by the cultural norms of being a "good 
woman" and protecting her body in public, the Hong Kong Chinese FAs find that a 
woman who takes initiative in placing her body close to a stranger and tries to show her 
chest in public is immoral. These women are hence suspected of their sexual morality 
and stigmatized as "coquettish," culturally implying that they are "loose women" who 
like flirting around. Thus, the Hong Kong FAs condemn that some colleagues 
intentionally show their chest by wearing open-collar shirts and hanging pens on the 
collars, "stick around rich passengers," as well as "knock on pilots' hotel rooms and ask 
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them to go out." Each of these "active" behaviors constructs a part of embodiment of 
coquetry under the specific gender perspective of Hong Kong culture. Compared to 
these “active” behaviors, the Hong Kong Chinese FAs prefer to wear closed-collar 
shirts to work and "seldom" stick around passengers and pilots, reflecting their 
"conservative" attitude towards opposite-sex relationship and that a woman's role in 
courtship and even marriage should be in the passive position but not in the active one 
(Tarn, personal communication 2002). 
In fact, the Hong Kong Chinese FAs，accusation of the Japanese crews' asking 
men to accompany them out clearly shows that there are different cultural 
interpretations on the restriction of women's mobility. Women's mobility is highly 
restricted in many societies. Particularly young women, wherever they go, they are 
under the surveillance of a chaperone, who makes sure that they will not conduct any 
inappropriate behavior that will jeopardize their reputation of "good women." On the 
other hand, women may transform this restriction as a strategy to provide themselves 
company and protection from outside harassment, which results in the maintenance of 
their reputation of being sexual moral. Therefore, the Japanese FAs，asking men to 
accompany them out on outports may be an attempt to seek protection from a male 
chaperone, rather than intending to look for marriage. The Hong Kong Chinese FAs， 
accusation of their Japanese colleagues reflects their culturally specific view一that 
women should be accompanied by members of the same sex; the company by a non-kin 
male is inappropriate. Since heterosexuality is the most common type of sex 
relationship in Hong Kong when a man and a woman are seen together they may be 
suspected of having a sexual relationship that could spoil the woman's reputation. In 
order not to be condemned as "sex icons" and "loose women," the Hong Kong Chinese 
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FAs said that they generally go out in outports in a group of colleagues of the same rank, 
who are mostly women.. 
In short, the Hong Kong Chinese FAs are conscious of their cultural rules such as 
the norm of gender responsibility and the appropriate woman's role in opposite-sex 
relationship, which reflects the relationship between FAs，agency and culture as a form 
of ‘‘duality’，in which culture is both constraining and empowering. On the one hand, 
FAs are being governed by the cultural rules of sexual morality and gender 
responsibility; on the other hand, they strategically transform these norms as resources 
to draw a boundary from being sex icons in the Hong Kong public discourse. Therefore, 
culture is the “medium’，as well as the "outcome" of human agents' production and 
reproduction through their interaction with the social conducts and other individuals 
involved (Giddens 1984). 
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 
This chapter summarizes the manifestations of the contradictions that exist 
between the traditional and the newly state-sanctioned gender ideologies in FAs，work 
and daily lives. This will be done by examining a case study of the tension that emerges 
from the simultaneous double roles of mother and flight attendant, as well as by 
reviewing the various FAs，interactions described in the previous chapters. Finally, the 
chapter will end by examining how human agency helps to reinforce and gradually 
transform the gender system in Hong Kong. 
Previous chapters have investigated how the Hong Kong Chinese FAs acted as 
agents to draw upon various social knowledge as empowering resources to carry out 
different strategic behaviors to deal with the stereotypes in public discourse as well as 
the activities and other agents in the workplace. Their experiences of embodiment 
showed the emergence of the contradictions that exist between the traditional gender 
norms and the newly state-sanctioned gender equality in contemporary Hong Kong. In 
fact, informants did not clearly see the differences among "traditions," "conventions," 
and “norms.” In contrast, they tended to use these terms interchangeably. For instance, 
in the section “FAs，Response to Stereotypical Images in Public Discourse" in Chapter 
2, on the one hand both Grace and Edith used the term "tradition" to refer to the 
prevalent usage of the term "hungje;" on the other hand, they also found that it is a 
"convention" for people to use "hungje" to refer to the flight attendant occupation. 
Such interchangeable usage of the concepts of "tradition" and "convention" shows that 
informants generally did not care about the actual meanings of these terms as 
anthropologists do. They used these terms mainly for having some cultural and/or 
social guidelines that they could rely on for interpreting and/or justifying their 
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perspectives and behaviors. Thus, following my informants' views, this thesis uses the 
terms interchangeably, understanding them as "old," "deeply-rooted" gender ideologies, 
that are distinguished from "new," "recent" ones. 
The "deeply-rooted" or "traditional" gender norms contain multiple meanings. 
They refer to the Confucian codes of gender relations and values, aspects of culture 
commonly attributed to as Chinese civilization, as well as social norms and conventions 
in contemporary Hong Kong. Regarding the Confucian codes of gender, the 
"traditional" gender norms represent the gender values that have evolved in the Chinese 
patriarchal system over a long period of time and have become an intrinsic part of Hong 
Kong culture. Primarily developed by social elite (士大夫)and imposed on the rest of 
the society, this system represents a disparity between the upper and lower echelons of 
society, and between the sexes, so that gender and class intertwines as social roles and 
tasks are prescribed. The recent state-sanctioned gender ideology represents a 
fundamental shift in ideology content and implementation. Although it could be argued 
that membership in government still belongs to those in elite groups, the ideological 
function of government is to serve the community on an equal basis. Therefore, it is 
found that the state-sanctioned gender ideology is shifting away from gender 
differences and promoting greater equality among all members of the society, such as 
through equal-opportunity employment, "equal work, equal pay," non-discrimination 
based on gender, age, marital status, and so on. The fact that it is sanctioned by the 
government also reflects that such gender ideology has attained a new "legal" form 
supported by laws and a judicial system. 
Although both sets of gender ideologies are seen to be generated by hegemonic 
forces and imposed on the rest of the society, there is a range of social groups and 
individuals often interacting, negotiating, and contesting for their best interests in real 
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life. It is the essence of human agency that individuals can contextualize the social 
activity, examine the available resources, and seek for alternatives to deal with the 
activity. The Skyhawk Air FAs, "lived body experiences" reflect that there are usually 
alternatives available; there is not strictly a duality of gender ideologies (traditional 
versus state-sanctioned), but rather a range of ideologies that are subjectively created 
by human agents that are utilized to best fulfill their personal needs in particular 
cultural contexts. 
My FA informants' experiences clearly showed that there are diverse 
interpretations for the same behavior that carry different meanings in different contexts. 
For instance, commenting on male FAs wearing facial cosmetics, the spokesperson of 
one airline's Flight Attendant Union thought that, "It should really be down to personal 
preference一if it makes them look better I think there's nothing wrong with it" (South 
China Morning Post, June 20, 2001. At http://www.scmp.com). Meanwhile, some 
female FAs such as Rachel thought that it is acceptable for men to apply foundation 
since the colors of foundation are usually close to the natural complexion. However, if 
the man's make up becomes so "obvious as to tell people that he is wearing make-up," 
such as by using lip-gloss, mascara, and drawing eyebrows and eyeliners, then this man 
will be considered "gay" and "effeminized." Rachel's comment showed a more 
conservative view on men's culturally-defined image in public. 
Three levels of perspectives can be found above. The first level pertains to the 
spokesperson's perspective that fully embodied the spirit of state-sanctioned gender 
equality and autonomy. The second level shows an intersection of deeply-rooted and 
recently state-sanctioned gender ideologies that men can enjoy a "conditional" 
autonomy in wearing facial cosmetics as long as their faces do not show any obvious 
artificial colors. The third level fully reflects the deeply-rooted ideology on gendered 
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body image in public, pointing out the consequence that men will be suspected of their 
sexuality if they violate the defined gender image. A range of perspectives toward the 
same issue of men's make-up behavior highlights the alternative choices that FAs can 
subjectively draw upon to best work for their interpretations. As such, FAs, different 
perspectives embody human choices in social life. 
Informants did not clearly point out the contradictions between "deeply-rooted" 
and "recently state-sanctioned" gender ideologies during the interviews. However, 
when they recalled work experiences, the choices of appropriate behaviors and/or 
perspectives reflected that they understood that there were differences between these 
two sets of gender ideologies. For instance, the violence incident in which a Japanese 
male passenger hit a Hong Kong Chinese female FA's arm ("In-Flight Violence," 
section Chapter 6) clearly shows that the insulted FA understood her gender rights to 
resist the passenger's aggressive behavior, which was granted by the relatively 
gender-equal cultural environment in which she was socialized. Being a 
"knowledgeable and reflexive" agent, she understood her disadvantaged circumstance 
at that difficult moment, i.e. having a language (Japanese) barrier, and an inferior status 
as compared to the customer and a men. Thus, she utilized the available resources in the 
flight——she looked for a Japanese crew for language assistance and a higher-ranking 
purser for authoritative support. As the Hong Kong Chinese female purser mentioned 
that "our Hong Kong girls cannot be hit by passengers," she referred to the improved 
social status of women in Hong Kong society. Even though my informants did not 
clearly point out the ideology of gender equality, the interaction and statements from 
their memory showed that they understood and drew upon the available ideology of 
gender equality as a resource. 
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Although the state-sanctioned gender equality is available in the society and 
people are ideologically encouraged to utilize it to develop their autonomy, the FAs， 
“lived body experiences" show that they continue to draw upon the traditional gender 
norms to deal with many social activities. This on the one hand manifests that the 
recently-emerged state-sanctioned gender equality is still in an infant stage. The social 
changes caused by the introduction of this "new" ideology are still on the surface and 
its effects are primarily temporal. It does not give either a rigid or well-established 
ideological guideline for people to use as a resource to go on with their day-to-day 
activities so that it does not represent a fundamental change in Hong Kong's gender 
ideology system. On the other hand, the traditional gender norms have deep roots and 
well-defined meanings in people's minds. They recognize the value and 
appropriateness of utilizing the norms to interact with a certain activity and/or to justify 
a certain behavior or attitude. Thus, traditional norms remain as resources for certain 
human social conducts when alternative norms are either not available or not fully 
understood by agents. As people draw upon these traditional norms, they help to 
maintain the traditional gender ideology in society. 
Between Work and Family: Individuality vs. Motherhood 
Bonvillain explains the term gender equality "to refer to a constellation of 
behaviors, attitudes, and rights that support the autonomy of both women and men" 
(1998:3). Also, she claims that under this equality concept, all human beings, 
regardless gender, ethnicity, religion, and so on, have equal access to "rights, prestige, 
ability to make decisions for themselves and others, and autonomy in their households 
and communities" (ibid.). From this, it seems that the notion of autonomy is a vital 
element to attain gender equality. We can take Croll's concept of "female 
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independence" (1995) to illustrate women's autonomy. From the study of the changing 
identity of women in China in the century, Croll argues that the notion of "female 
independence" should not be narrowed to economic independence but widened to "the 
independence of personality and spirit" (1995:155), meaning that a woman "plans her 
life without reference to men" (1995:157) and develops her "own brilliance" to have 
"self-reliance" (1995:156). This means that a woman should know how to develop her 
own individuality. This section will investigate how the traveling nature of the flight 
attendant occupation helps to advocate autonomy and individuality among FAs who are 
mothers, by providing them with the opportunity to have "privacy" in outports. This 
benefit becomes a driving force for them to remain in the job. However, due to their 
familial role as mothers, they are expected to perform conventional domestic 
responsibilities. Their experience shows the contradiction between the deeply-rooted 
gender norms and the spirit of developing women's individuality. 
FAs who are mothers carry the roles of "wives" and "mothers" which require them 
to be present in the house to handle domestic tasks. Nevertheless, having a "flying job" 
means that they have to leave home for different lengths of time, and often they are 
required to be absent from home for considerable periods. In this way, their domestic 
duty, especially child-rearing, has to be substituted by others. 
According to my informants, most FAs who have children either hire domestic 
workers or ask their parents or parents-in-law to take care of their children and 
household chores. However, parents and parents-in-law are simultaneously an enabling 
resource as well as a constraint towards the mothers' problem, since they may request 
the FAs to fulfill their expected responsibilities when they come home. Jet lag is a 
common occupational problem among FAs. Some unmarried informants mentioned 
that they spend the first two days off sleeping in order to recover from tiredness and 
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re-adjust from the jet lag problem after long-haul flights. However, for the FAs with 
children who do not hire domestic workers, they may come across accusations from 
their parents and parents-in-law for not fulfilling their expected familial roles. Stella 
said: 
When they [FAs with children] feel very tired [because of jet lag], they even 
sleep during the daytime. However, they will have trouble if they live with 
parents-in-law who may think that you are so lazy; you do not do anything, 
you just go to sleep after returning home. The parents-in-law may not 
understand [the FAs' jet lag problem . 
Kelly has a two-year-old child living with her parents-in-law who help her take 
care of the child and domestic tasks. Although Kelly lives with her parents-in-law, she 
does not come across the accusation above. In contrast, she finds that her parents-in-law 
treat her very well. Kelly said: 
They understand that my work and sleeping patterns are very different from 
that of taking a regular job. They do not complain to me. If I have time, I will 
them help. But they do not demand me to do household chores. 
Kelly said that her mother-in-law is "very modernized" (Cantonese original: “現 
代化”）and “open-minded.，，She encourages Kelly and her husband to work hard to 
earn more while they are still young so that they can have a decent life in the future. In 
fact, since the first time Kelly met her husband in a flight, he has understood that her job 
requires her to be away from home from time to time. 
However, Kelly is facing a dilemma of continuing or quitting the job, since she 
finds her living pattern is very "tough." By "toughness" she means not only the 
tiredness from the physically-demanding work, but also the sadness she feels when 
leaving her child for work. She thinks that if she quits the job, she will have more time 
to look after the child because she thinks it is good for the mother-son bond. 
On the other hand, Kelly recognizes the significance that her income brings to the 
family. Since she thinks that the living cost is quite high in Hong Kong, it is necessary 
178 
for the couple to go out to work together; otherwise, they are unable to support a decent 
life. She also commented that the foreseeable education fee for the child is costly so that 
she and her husband have to work together in order to have more savings for the child's 
future. 
In fact, Kelly enjoys the advantages brought along from the traveling nature of the 
occupation. Being away from home and having complete privacy push Kelly to remain 
in the job: 
You know, rearing a child is very tough. My child is very naughty. But I like 
quietness, and want to do my own things. In this job, after working on 
long-haul flights, we will get two to three days off in outports. I find this 
pattern quite good because I can [be away from home and] take some rest 
over there. After freshening myself, I go back and play with my child again. 
Kelly continued on to explain what she meant by "privacy:" 
[Privacy means] "do whatever you want to do!" Say, going out alone or with 
friends, going to have tea... If I am in outports, I can go out with my 
colleagues for shopping, dining, chatting, and drinking. I can have my private 
time [to do whatever I want to do]. 
In contrast, Kelly thinks that she is unable to "do her things" if the child is with her. 
Having one's own private time and space is a common driving force for FAs with 
children to stay in the occupation. Stella also told me that many mothers do not mind 
continuing flying after they get married and have children since they find the lifestyle 
from this job is good: 
When they are working, they can leave the families behind, meaning that 
they can have their "private space." They can relax, go shopping for their 
babies and husbands. They feel very happy of doing these. 
Kelly as well as other FAs with children enjoy the lifestyle that is brought about 
from the traveling nature of the occupation. However, being concerned about the 
mother-son bond and the child's education in the future, Kelly said that she may stay in 
this job for four more years; at the time her child goes to school, she may quit the job in 
order to take care of the child's education. 
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Changing Attitude Towards The Conventional "Mother" Role 
Considering what Kelly thinks of the living standard in Hong Kong, the changing 
socio-economic environment makes the working mothers' income significant for the 
families. However, their conventional domestic role is not necessarily changing. The 
data above shows that when the mothers work outside the home, their presumed 
domestic role still exists. In line with this, Berry (1993) argues, from her study of the 
conflict between women's working status and the conventional responsibility of 
parenthood, that the redefinition of women's rights to join the public domain gives "too 
little pressure on the need to restructure work" of the family (1993:5). From this, it is 
clear that the husbands of FAs with children seldom fill the vacancy of the domestic 
position and that the men's main familial role as breadwinners of families is not altering. 
Thus, the solution to the mothers' absence is the substitution by other people such as 
relatives or employed domestic workers to handle the household chores. 
Substitution seems to be the solution for FAs with children to lessen their domestic 
burden. However, it may in turn become a constraint to them if they are helped by 
parents-in-law who are not understanding of their occupational jet lag problem. The 
parents-in-law become traditional culture defenders, requesting the FAs to fulfill their 
expected domestic role when they are present at home. In this case, only the 
significance of the mothers' salary can enable them to remain in the job. After they 
return home, they have to take back the domestic responsibility although they are 
suffering from jet lag. These mothers thus suffer from the problem of "double 
burdens.，，6i 
61 In The Second Shift, Hochschild illustrates the term "second shift" meaning that the women have "two 
full-time" works in one day: after returning home from the first shift of salary-work, they take the 
"second shift at home" (1990:1-4). 
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However, Kelly's parents-in-law show a different expectation on working mothers. 
Her parents-in-law understand her contribution for the family's well-being. They 
encourage Kelly to work hard, and most importantly, perceive her as one of the 
practical breadwinners of the family, meaning that she is viewed to share the identity of 
a breadwinner and therefore is not expected to hold any domestic duty. In this case, the 
socio-economic environment helps to modify the parents-in-law's attitude towards the 
role of the working mother, so that Kelly can remain her job with peace of mind and 
less domestic burden. 
Furthermore, the rising social awareness of gender autonomy encourages Kelly 
and other FAs with children to justify their decision of taking a job beside the 
conventional familial role. The traveling nature of the flight attendant occupation 
functions as an enabling resource for mothers to enhance their "spirit" of individuality 
apart from being others' mothers and wives. Given the opportunity for leaving home, 
the FAs with children can have their own "privacy" in space and time so that they can 
plan their social activities and do things that they are normally unable to do with the 
co-presence of a household burden. The flying job thus helps to develop the mothers' 
spirit of gender autonomy. 
However, Kelly indicated that she may quit the job in the future so as to take care 
of the child's education. It seems that the significance of women's salary work is only a 
temporary empowering resource to lessen their expected domestic role. Mothers cannot 
get rid of the "reference" to their family and the conventional domestic orientation in 
planning their own life. Berry (1993) also argues that the convention of women's 
primary responsibility for child care continues its being due to the people's 
acculturation to accept it for reinforcing the "existing [asymmetric] power 
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arrangements" among genders (1993:ix). Therefore, working mothers have to resume 
their defined domestic duty sooner or later in life. 
The "Traditional" Gender Concepts 
The dilemma faced by mothers of having a salaried work and having a 
culturally-defined familial role at the same time clearly show that the conventional 
view on gender continues to be the guideline for how women should act appropriately 
in society. In all previous chapters, the Skyhawk FAs' experiences of embodiment in 
interacting with the airline's policies as well as other social agents in their work life also 
reflected that people are internalized with the conventional gender norms that separate 
them into the dichotomized orientations of "public-versus-private" (Rosaldo 1974) and 
"nature-versus-culture" (Ortner 1974). These gender concepts not only exist in the 
western societies, but also among the Hong Kong Chinese. 
The FAs realize that there are gender differences between their social roles and 
values that obviously reflect from how they define the nature of their occupation. 
Chapter 2 explored that despite the prevalent feminization of the flight attendant 
occupation in the public discourse, FAs were given a wider latitude to redefine their job 
nature since they could capture the real work experiences as resources. However, 
gender differences were still found. Female FAs tended to emphasize the characteristics 
that make the job "feminine" by pointing out that this is a job that requires "grooming," 
"a lot of smiling and tenderness," and so on. On the other hand, male FAs tended to 
emphasize the heavy-workload nature of the job and utilized the "fact" that they are 
physically stronger than women to justify the value of their existence in this so-called 
"women's work." This difference in perspective on the one hand reflects that 
individuals are internalized with the culturally-expected gender roles and values, and 
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on the other hand manifests the FAs，agency to draw upon the appropriate resources to 
make themselves "desirable" and "relevant" for the occupation in the competitive labor 
market. Therefore, FAs are actually doing what Giddens calls "building a sense of 
ontological security" in their daily life (i.e. having a sense of security through job 
identity), by "rationalizing" their choices of how their job is defined. 
The gender-differentiated values were reflected from how airlines looked for 
relevant flight attendant applicants and how the applicants showed their relevance in 
the recruitments, as described in Chapter 3. From examining the recruitment settings 
(e.g. the long distance between recruiters and applicants in Tiger Air), practices (e.g. 
the problem of communicating with non-English-speaking passengers in the role 
playing session in Tiger Air), materials (e.g. the video of flight attendant "models" 
shown by Phoenix Air and the posters displayed by Tiger Air), and airlines, official 
statements (e.g. the dress code for final-round candidates in Tiger Air), this chapter has 
shown that the airlines attempt to look for "relevant" flight attendants who are 
"deferent" and able to conform with the flight attendant image as defined in Asian 
societies. However, the applicants were in fact acting as agents as they drew upon social 
memories such as images in the media and events in the recruitment processes. 
Applicants were also agents because they were able to perform appropriate responses to 
the recruitment settings and practices such as posing graceful gestures and postures 
under the recruiters' gaze. Their behaviors consistently emphasized on select feminine 
characteristics such as a pretty appearance and graceful gestures, and at the same time 
helped to reinforce the stereotyping and feminization of the flight attendant occupation 
and thus contribute to the conventional view that deference is a vital element in the 
service industry. 
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After qualifying to work in the cabin, FAs actively acted as agents to set the 
boundaries of the airline's policies over their behaviors, emotions, and body image that 
they were willing to accept, as described in Chapter 4. Particularly on the last issue, FAs 
drew upon the moral norm of what appropriate body images women and men should 
have in public so as to deal with the constraining image policy. Within the policy, 
female staff are required to wear "thick and full" facial cosmetics for duty and to take 
on a uniform that leads to unwanted body exposure. Being governed by the moral norm 
to be a “good woman" who should not show excessive sex appeal in public as well as 
protect her body from potential harassment, female FAs strategically transformed this 
conventional expectation as their empowering resource to modify the constraining 
policies. Meanwhile, male FAs were conscious of the risk of social status reduction 
from their new uniform designs, which make them look like "bell-boys" instead of 
"businessmen." Thus, FAs，gendered complaints over their body image and sexuality 
manifested that men and women are conscious and concerned about fundamentally 
different issues that refer to their culturally-defined gender orientations. 
In Chapter 5, FAs, experiences in interacting with co-workers also reflected such 
gender differentiation. When FAs came across certain kinds of work problems such as 
carrying heavy items, dealing with rude and aggressive passengers, and doing toilet 
check-ups, they found difficulties and inappropriateness to perform these tasks because 
they realized that these should be specialties of specific genders. FAs’ consciousness on 
the expected gendered tasks, as well as complaints about pursers having double 
standards on the work performance of male versus female juniors, all reflected the 
conventional gender segregation on social roles: women are more culturally expected 
to perform tasks which are extensions of the domestic life than men, whereas men are 
more expected to take leading and protecting roles. 
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Furthermore, FAs, "lived body experiences" (Shilling 1993:22) with co-workers 
in the galley during rush hours and in the crew rest room during rest times manifested 
the moral norm on opposite-sex relationships. Male FAs chose to go to the rest room 
later and leave earlier than females, and actively avoided any body touch with females 
in the galley. These behaviors manifested that men and women are internalized with the 
defined value that men are "potential harassers." But they transformed this norm into a 
resource in order to separate them from being considered sexual harassers in the 
constrained work environment, such as in the small galley and in the presence of 
women changing their clothes in the rest room. Therefore, men could affirm and 
develop a reputation for themselves as "good" men in public by not being accused of 
causing sexual harassment on women. On the other hand, female FAs tended to judge 
whether any body touch caused on them was sexual harassment, and used different 
methods to change clothes such as a blanket or pants as a cover or by going to the 
lavatory for complete privacy. These behaviors showed that women are socialized with 
the value of "potential victims." They submitted to this norm to ensure that their 
sexuality is not excessively shown in public, and thus their behaviors affirmed 
themselves as being "good" women. 
The moral norm of opposite-sex relationship between strangers was also reflected 
from the bodily interaction between female FAs and male passengers in the cabin. FAs， 
behaviors and attitudes of maintaining a physical distance from male passengers, 
strategically dealing with courtship from strangers, and accusing FAs of other ethnic 
groups of inappropriate behavior in approaching male passengers and pilots, all 
embodied the cultural expectations for "good" women. In fact, although this 
expectation seems to be a constraining rule, it becomes an empowering resource for 
them to draw a boundary from the negative speculations imposed on their sexual 
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morality in the public discourse. For example, they are suspected of having a “wild 
life," of being unfaithful to their significant others, and of engaging in prostitution. The 
female FAs chose different terms to address themselves, as well as disciplined and 
modified their day-to-day activities, all to manifest their agency to distance themselves 
from the negative stereotypes, and to simultaneously help to reinforce the cultural 
expectation on women's gender responsibility. 
Giddens (1984) explains three senses of constraints in human social life. They are 
"material constraint," "constraint associated with sanction," and "structural 
ideological] constraint" (1984:174).^^ He claims that the last one is the most powerful 
constraint that people are “unable to resist;" they can do nothing "other than conform to 
whatever the trends in question are" (1984:178). The Hong Kong Chinese FAs，"lived 
body experiences" (Shilling 1993:22) showed their agency to reproduce the cultural 
expectations of how men and women should act appropriately in society. 
Gender Politics Between "Traditional" and "New" Concepts 
FAs' work experiences embodied that there are plenty of negotiations and tensions 
between human behaviors and culture. This reflects that the relationship between 
human and culture is a kind of politics in which there is an enabling space in culture for 
people to negotiate, modify, and transform it. Giddens (1984) claims that structure is 
both constraining and enabling, it is the "enabling" characteristic of structure that 
makes structure able “to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modified" (R. Williams 
1977:110). Concepts such as "equal opportunities in the workplace" and "same work, 
62 "Material constraint" derives from the "physical capacities of the human body" and the features of the 
material world that limit the activities of social agents (Giddens 1984:174). "Constraint associated with 
sanction" derives from the "direct application of force, violence, or threat" or "mild expression of 
disapproval" from one to another (1984:175). "Structural [ideological] constraint" derives from the 
contextualization of the social agents within the "given character of structural properties" (1984:176). 
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same pay" are new to the contemporary Hong Kong society. Under the changing gender 
milieu, the airlines in Hong Kong have already modified their recruitment policy in 
recent years so that gender, age, and marital status are no longer norms to apply for the 
flight attendant position. Also, the newly state-sanctioned gender equality becomes an 
enabling resource for FAs to go on with their work life. Their encounters in dealing 
with different social agents' (e.g. passengers and pursers of other ethnic groups) 
cultural interpretations of gender in Chapter 6, clearly manifested that they utilized the 
state-sanctioned gender rights to contest the unacceptable gender-discriminatory 
encounters. They courageously negotiated with the passengers who harbored the 
gender inequality perspectives. 
However, while we applaud the gradual emergence of gender equality in Hong 
Kong, we must still keep in mind the questions of how much people in fact are 
receiving "equal opportunities" to make decisions for themselves and enjoy 
"autonomy" to develop their personal interests and hobbies, especially the 
“non-traditional，，gendered ones. Cultural rules and resources, regardless if they are 
traditional or newly emerged, integrate as well as contradict with one another. FAs’ 
work experiences show that the state-sanctioned gender equality contradicts with the 
conventional views in some ways. 
The most obvious contradiction between these two is reflected from the consistent 
bias of men to work in the so-called "women's work." Although they are introduced on 
board due to the equal-opportunities legislation, how realistic are their opportunities to 
develop their career in the flight attendant occupation? Men taking this job are 
demeaned of "having no sense of achievement in life" and of "reducing their dignity as 
men" by their co-workers and the public discourse. Worse still, men themselves are also 
internalized with the importance of having a sense of achievement in life, so that they 
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do not intend on keeping this job in the long-term. This is because they do not think that 
they can build a sense of achievement in a service type of occupation, which is 
conventionally perceived as an extension of the domestic orientation. At the same time, 
men think that women can take whatever job is available because their value is not 
calculated based on whether they can build achievement in a career, but by being 
"wives" and "mothers." From this, Berry (1993) also argues that even in the 
contemporary American society, women "are not 'supposed, to work as long as men do 
or make as much money or think single-mindedly about something [rather] than 
children and mate" (1993:25). Thus, this common attitude across cultures not only 
reinforces the gender segregation by driving women and men to their own conventional 
domains, but also maintains the biases of why men should build their identity on career 
and achievement while women are expected to find their meaning of life on family. 
Furthermore, when some male FAs did "non-traditional" gender behaviors such as 
wearing facial cosmetics at work or had plenty of knowledge about skin care, the Hong 
Kong Chinese FAs found them "gay" and "effeminized." These male FAs really 
embodied “gender equality and autonomy." However, their autonomous behaviors 
were criticized by others with traditional expectations on the appropriate image and 
behavior men should have in society. Moreover, some female FAs actively pursued 
men and looked for their life fortune in the cabin. Such behavior also embodied the idea 
of gender equality and autonomy, however it was condemned by the Hong Kong 
Chinese FAs from the convention of what women's role should be appropriate in the 
opposite-sex relationship, in which they should not take the initiative to pursue men. 
Last but not least, even though the discriminatory rules on gender, age, and marital 
status have been eliminated among Hong Kong airlines in recent years, these 
modifications do not necessarily grant the married and maternal flight attendants 
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autonomy to develop their careers. The dilemma faced by FAs with children showed 
that the significance of women's salaried work is only a temporary empowering 
resource to lessen the expected domestic role. Mothers cannot get rid of the "reference" 
to their family and the conventional domestic orientation in planning their own life. 
The case study of Kelly also illustrates that there is not strictly a duality of gender 
ideologies (traditional versus state-sanctioned), but rather a range of ideologies that are 
subjectively created by human agents to best fulfill their particular cultural 
environment and personal preferences and/or needs. For example, on one extreme of 
the duality range are agents who strictly conform to tradition, such as family members 
who fully abide by the motherhood norm that women must be home to take care of their 
children and should avoid participating in extra-domestic activities. On the other 
extreme are agents who feel free to fully explore their autonomy, for example, men or 
women who are keen on having a life-long career as a FA regardless if they are married 
or have children. Kelly's case illustrates that the best solution for her is to incorporate 
her family's support of "new" gender ideologies of equality and women's financial 
contribution to the family, and her own preference of traditional values, such as 
deciding to quit her job to take care of her child's education in a few years. Thus, she 
incorporates specific aspects of each ideology to find a solution that best works for her, 
and as such, it falls somewhere in the range of the two opposing gender ideologies. 
The Future of Gender Relations in Hong Kong 
The intersection of traditional and newly state-sanctioned gender ideologies 
makes both constraints and empowering resources exist in the flight attendant 
occupation. On the one hand, FAs are regulated with the deeply-rooted rules of gender 
and some of their "lived body experiences" (Shilling 1993:22) in the workplace did 
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show the reinforcement of the conventional gender system. On the other hand, the 
changing gender milieu is obviously influential and can also be manifested from their 
work experiences. Human agency in interplaying power relations between these two 
contesting concepts helps to reinforce as well as gradually transform the gender system. 
Compared to the gender-related work conditions of this occupation in the last decade, it 
is clear that the demographics of the occupation are experiencing some changes 
nowadays: there are more males, older females, married as well as maternal females in 
the workplace. Nevertheless, the existence of these previously "non-traditional" 
personnel is not yet fully accepted by co-workers, passengers, and the public discourse 
in general. They come across different extents of constraints over their 
culturally-defined gender behaviors, sexualities, and familial roles, all of which make 
them unable to take the job as a life-long career or to fully enjoy autonomy over their 
behaviors. Nevertheless, social transformation is an endless process. A change in one 
social aspect unavoidably influences the others simultaneously in positive and negative 
ways. Since the concept of gender equality is now sanctioned by the state, this sets a 
precondition for further transformation in gender relations in Hong Kong, which could 
also become a model for other Asian societies. 
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Appendix 1. Interview Protocol for Flight Attendants 
I. Informant's Background 
1. Why did you choose this j ob? 
2. How long have you been working in this job? 
3. Can you describe the procedures and circumstances of your recruitment 
interview and the initial training course after being recruited? 
II. General Perception of the Occupation 
4. Before you started working, what did you think about this occupation? How 
about after? Is there a difference? If so, why? 
5. Which term(s) do you prefer to address yourself: "hungje," "hungjung siuyeh," 
"flight attendant," or any other term? Why? 
6. FAs are considered to have wild and luxurious lives, what do you think about 
this speculation? 
7. What do you think about the men working in this occupation, which is 
traditionally predominated by women? 
8. Do you think that this job would challenge men's dignity? In what ways? 
9. As a female/male, what are the advantages and disadvantages (difficulties) in 
this work because of your gender? 
III. Perception of FA Image And Service Style 
1. "Hungje" is perceived as a woman who is pretty and feminine in the Hong Kong 
public discourse, what do you think about this image? 
2. What image(s) do you think that the company tries to impose on you? Do you 
like it? Why? 
3. Please tell me how the company trains you with this image and concept in the 
training courses, labor manual, unwritten regulation by supervisors, etc. 
4. What do you think of the regulations such as wearing facial cosmetics, the 
length of nails, hairstyle, etc.? Accept/refuse, agree/disagree. Why? In what 
situation would you resist? 
5. Is there any inconvenience or discomfort caused by the regulations? Have you 
heard of any stories? 
6. What do you think of the design of your uniform? Is any inconvenience caused 
by wearing the uniform? How do you deal with it? 
7. Do you think that there are more and stricter image regulations imposed on 
female FAs than males? 
8. What concept of service does the company urge? And how does the company 
train you? 
9. What do you think about the smile requirement in this occupation? 
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10. When do you make a real smile and a fake smile? 
11. Is there any gender difference in smile requirement? 
IV. Work Experience 
1. Please describe your last duty day (from leaving home to arriving in the 
outport). 
2. Is any in-flight task assigned to a certain gender? 
3. What are the criteria for this assignment? Is it officially arranged or just the 
latent convention? 
4. Is there any task or special occasion that you prefer to be managed by a certain 
gender? 
5. How do you keep work harmony among co-workers from different ethnic 
backgrounds? Did the company teach you about this? 
6. How does the narrow in-flight environment affect your body actions and 
movements? 
7. How do you keep an "appropriate" deportment while working in the narrow 
cabin? (e.g. walking down the aisle while the plane is jolting?) 
8. How do you protect your body and conduct your body actions in the galley 
during rush hours? 
9. How do you spend your rest time in flight? Are there gender and hierarchical 
differences? 
10. Do you change the uniform for sleeping? Do you feel embarrassed of changing 
clothes in front of others? 
Relations with Passengers and Co-workers 
1. Do you treat different gender, age, and ethnic passengers differently or keep a 
different body distance from different types of customers? 
2. Do sexual harassment and courtship from passengers and co-workers happen 
commonly at work? How do these happen? How do you deal with these? Are 
there any company instructions or policies to handle these occurrences? 
3. What criteria do you use to consider a passenger a troublemaker? How do you 
handle them? Would you still smile and serve them in a nice way, i.e. according 
to the airline's service standard? Are there any company instructions or policies 
to handle difficult passengers? 
V. Outport 
1. How do you spend time in the outport? 
2. In public folklore, FAs usually buy brand-name products, e.g. Louis Vuitton 
bags, for personal use and informal trading. Is it true? 
3. Are FAs under peer pressure in pursuing brand-name products? 
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VI.Family, Friends, And Significant Others' Responses 
1. What does your family think of you being a FA? 
2. What does your significant other think of you being a FA? Is he/she worried that 
you may be pursued and tempted by co-workers and passengers? 
3. How about friends? 
4. What do you think of people in the streets eyeing you while wearing a uniform? 
VII. For Non-Hong Kong Chinese Flight Attendants 
1. What do the people of your country think about this occupation? 
2. How do the people of your country call the workers in this occupation? 
3. What do the people of your country think about the image of FAs? 
4. How do you compare the images of FAs in Hong Kong airlines and the ones of 
your country? 
5. Which image do you prefer? 
6. How are the relations between men and women in your country? 
7. Do you think that there is more gender equality in Hong Kong? 
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a.女性 1 2 3 4 
b.年青 1 2 3 4 
C.貌美 1 2 3 4 
d.身形纖痩 1 2 3 4 
e.笑容可掬 1 2 3 4 
f.形態優美 1 2 3 4 
g.關懷備致 1 2 3 4 
h.以上a.至g.項的印象大多從大眾傳媒中獲得 1 2 3 4 
i.搭過飛機後，你發現宣傳的形象未必與現實相符 1 2 3 4 
j.乘搭飛機是一種高消費的活動 1 2 3 4 
k.旅客應該享受高質素的服務 1 2 3 4 
1.高質素的服務與空中服務員的形象有關係 1 2 3 4 
m.男性當“空中少爺”有女性化感覺 1 2 3 4 
n.你會對“空中小姐”多加注望 1 2 3 4 
承接上題,其原因是： 
0.整體感覺上“空中小姐”富吸引力 1 2 3 4 
P.或有其他原因 
5.你對空中服務員還有什麼印象呢？ 




1 ) 2 ) 3 ) 
問卷完畢•多謝合作！ 
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Appendix 3. Questionnaire for the Hong Kong Chinese Public 
(English Translation) 
Survey for the Hong Kong Public's View on Flight Attendants 
1. How do you call the workers who serve passengers in the aircraft cabins? 
2. Do you think that the use of "hungje" or "hungjung siuje" is common in Hong Kong? 
Yes/No. 
3. Have you heard of the terms "Flight Attendant" or "Cabin Crew"? Yes/No. 
4. Please scale your level of agreement with the following statements: 
Regardless if you have any experience of air travel and prior to any travel experience, your 
impressions to flight attendants are: 
Absolutely agree / Agree / Disagree / Absolutely disagree 
a. Female 1 2 3 4 
b. Young 1 2 3 4 
c. Pretty 1 2 3 4 
d. Slim 1 2 3 4 
e. Smile brightly 1 2 3 4 
f. Elegant 1 2 3 4 
g. Caring 1 2 3 4 
h. The impressions above come from the 
mass media. 1 2 3 4 
i. After having an air travel experience, you 
find the flight attendants in real life may not 
match those images promoted in the media. 1 2 3 4 
j. Air travel is a high-cost activity. 1 2 3 4 
k. Passengers should deserve high-quality 
in-flight service. 1 2 3 4 
1. High-quality service has a correlation to the 
image of flight attendants. 1 2 3 4 
m. Men being "hungjung siuye" (stewards) give 
the impression of being feminized. 1 2 3 4 
n. You pay attention to "hungjung siuje" 
(stewardesses). 1 2 3 4 
The reasons for this: 
o. The overall impression of "hungjung smje" 
is attractive. 1 2 3 4 
p. Other reason(s): 
5. Do you have other impression(s) towards flight attendants? 
1. Age: 15-19 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60 or above 
2. Gender: M/F 
3. Amount of air travel in the past three years (a single flight counts as one trip): 
4. If you have any air travel experience, which airline(s) do you take the most? (Maximum 3) 
1) 2) 3) 
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